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Author's Preface




I moved with my family to Wellington in New Zealand, from the United Kingdom, in July 2017. I instantly fell in love with the city and everything it has to offer. 

It is known as the Coolest Little Capital for its creativity, its multiculturalism, and for being a vibrant and welcoming place to all. Despite being pretty small for a capital city, there is always so much going on.

Good food and great coffee are a big deal here, as are the arts, entertainment, and looking after the environment. Wellington is home to an urban ecosanctuary, designed to protect and preserve rare and endangered native wildlife. It boasts a Botanic Garden covering twenty-five hectares of land. The Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, the country’s national museum, looks out over the harbour and waterfront. 

There are so many amazing things to see and do: take a climb up Mount Victoria; swim in one of the beautiful bays; or walk one of the numerous tracks and trails which stretch out across the city and coast. Wellington is also host to numerous festivals, street fairs, exhibitions and shows, which take place throughout the year, and everyone can get involved in and enjoy. 

Wellington is a loving, exciting and energetic place. The unusual and the unique are not only celebrated, they are encouraged. The city has a rich, culturally diverse background, and is home to many stories and legends, which are also an important part of Aotearoa New Zealand’s history as a whole. As an outsider, an immigrant, new to the Kiwi way of life, I wanted to take the time to immerse myself in these stories, to find out as much as I could about the city, its background, and its people. To give back the love it had given me. What I found inspired me in so many ways, and continues to do so every day.

The first story in this collection, Heat Pump, was my entry into the New Zealand Writers College short story competition of 2018, as a response to the prompt, “Nothing but hot air”. I have written and published three non-fiction books in the past thirteen years, but this was the first creative writing competition I had ever entered. I was very proud that it received an honourable mention, but beyond that, it motivated me to return to writing, and to begin crafting a series of short stories based around the capital. To take inspiration from elements of local legends and real events, to acknowledge them, and explore them in different ways.  

All of these stories, and the characters they follow, are entwined with one another. They tell of a universe and a city, perhaps real, perhaps parallel to the one we know. They shine a light on the monsters who lurk in the shadows and prey on our insecurities and fears. They are not always tales of horror, but they do all harbour a dark twist. These are stories first and foremost about humanity. They explore themes of identity and acceptance; of love and loss. 

Writers are always told to, “write what you know”, and for me, these stories are as much of an exploration into my journey and experiences as they are about Wellington. They have helped me find focus when I needed it, and brought me happiness and fulfilment through the creative process. 

I hope you will enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them, and maybe this wonderful city will inspire you too.







Tabatha Wood 

Wellington, 2019
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Heat Pump




It was the hottest summer since 1983, according to a story posted on Stuff, but I didn’t need an internet article to report what I already felt. Temperatures up in the high 20’s every single day for the past six weeks. The grass peppered with bare patches, crunchy underfoot. Water restrictions in place across the whole of the North Island. 

It was a fat, heavy, smothering kind of heat. It had started out joyful and celebratory, but soon gave way to frayed tempers, poor sleep, and a pervasive sense of discontent. I hated the oppressive humidity, loathed the touch of the sun even more. I avoided it as best I could. 

I was living alone in a rented house, a short distance outside of the city.  A nice, neat little suburb, with a view of the sea in the distance. It had been a great find. Despite harbouring the usual problems of damp and condensation, any issues were offset by the benefits of a mostly decent landlord, friendly neighbours, and a thankfully short bus ride into the city. 

It was a far cry from what I had been used to, put up with, and moved away from. It had felt strange at first, living on my own, especially after spending so long always sharing my space with others, yet I thoroughly enjoyed my newfound freedom. I was young, newly single — so long, Jason — and I had an exciting job doing what I loved. Best of all, I was getting paid good money to do it. 

All the t’s had been crossed, all the dots placed on the i’s. To the surprise of almost everyone, perhaps even myself, I’d aced both my interviews, packed up my meagre belongings, and kissed my few family and friends goodbye. In the city, however, not everything had been quite so straightforward. The office building where I was to work had been closed off unexpectedly. It was yellow-stickered, and scheduled for possible demolition. 

“Earthquake damage,” my boss had told me. “Absolutely no-one is allowed inside until it’s sorted. But don’t worry, there are plenty of shared spaces you can use in the city. Or we can set you up to work from home.”

They’d given me a laptop, a rucksack, some company ‘swag’, and a list of apparently great places I could go. The shared spaces weren’t bad, but they were too fraught with noise and smells for me to be productive. I’d never found it easy to work among others; I always craved the silence that solitude brought, and the subsequent improvement to my focus. Even with my headphones clamped tight around my ears, the insipid tweet and buzz of busywork and meaningless small-talk always filtered through. 

I didn’t want to make conversation, too nervous and unsure of myself to be sociable. There were too many emotional triggers which I found challenging to ignore. At first I went to the city library to escape and find some peace, but even there I’d find myself too easily distracted. I’d told my boss that I would work from home until the new offices were completed, grateful for some quiet at last.	

I found myself one Wednesday morning — after fighting to open windows which had been perplexingly painted shut — with an AC unit that would do nothing but belch out hot, stagnant air, and a putrid smell of used socks. It wasn’t a real AC of course, merely a commonplace heat pump with a cold air function. 

The house was stifling. I opened both doors, and as many windows as I could. My skin was slick and shiny with sweat, clad in only a singlet and shorts. My hair, frizzy and difficult at the best of times, was an untameable mess. 

Even worse, the heat pump now refused to turn off. Unless I isolated it on the switchboard, and effectively cut the umbilical, nothing would stop its relentless purge. I’d read through the manual, checked all the settings, even reset the electrics at my landlord’s suggestion, all to no avail. I called him again later that morning, asking him to help. 

“I’ll send someone round,” he’d assured me. “They’ll sort it out. Can you leave them a key to get in?”

I’d told him I would be present, working from home as I was, and he promised to let me know when to expect someone. I received a text a little later. Someone from Sparky Bloke Electrics would pop round that afternoon, exact time unknown.

I spent most of the afternoon working as best as I could and yet feeling slightly on edge. I hate waiting for visitors. Even more so when I don’t know exactly when to expect them. It’s always been one of those few things that give me inexplicable anxiety. I worry that I might miss the knock at the door, and I’m always unsure how to talk to and act around strangers. The anticipation of inviting someone I don’t know into my house makes my skin crawl. Stupid really. 

At almost three o’clock a booming thump on the front door signalled the arrival of Sparky Bloke, or at least one of their designated employees.  

“G’day, darling,” he drawled in greeting, looking me up and down. He leaned his shoulder against the door frame, one hand on his hip, the other on an oversized tool bag. He sported a worn and tattered grey T-shirt emblazoned with the company logo, matching shorts with frayed hems, and an apparently intentional dirty-blonde mullet. I shook the hand he held out for me — surprisingly very clean. 

“I’m Vinnie. For the heat pump.” 

I nodded and introduced myself, and beckoned for him to follow me into the front room. 

“The switchboard is in the hall there,” I told him, gesturing. “And the heat pump is over here.”

He grunted a reply and set his tool bag down on the floor. He stared up at the unit mounted on the wall, both hands on his hips.

“Bloody hot one today,” he remarked. “Any chance of a drink of water?” 

It was a simple enough question, but somehow he managed to make it sound like a demand. As if he was used to having women wait on him, to bow to his every whim. I nodded and went into the kitchen to fetch his water, leaving him to continue doing nothing. When I returned, he’d flipped the fuse switch on the circuit board and the heat pump had hummed into life. 

“You know it wasn’t turned on, right?” he asked me with a smirk. “Won’t work without electricity.”

He took the glass from my hands. 

Watched me. 

I stared back at him, trying as hard as I could to keep my expression blank despite the ire I felt.

“I know. I had to turn the electric off to make it stop. It just keeps throwing out heat otherwise.” 

“And did you make sure you set it to ‘cool’?”

I took a breath before replying. 

“Yes. I went through the manual and checked everything I could. I even reset the master switch outside, but it still just heats up. And it smells strange.”

“Smells?”

“Like sweaty socks or something.”

He sniffed and scratched the back of his neck. Looked bored. 

“Yeah, that happens sometimes. Wouldn’t worry about it.”

“But it makes the house smell awful. It’s almost worse than the constant heat.” 

“Well, you can just keep the windows open. Burn some of those scented candle things or whatever it is you girls always seem to have around the place. It usually goes away. Heat pumps are useless for cooling the air anyway, you might as well just leave it off.”

You girls. 

I was fighting the urge to pull him up on that, to question what he meant by it, but I knew this wasn’t the time or the place. Better to go along with it and swallow the words that rose like bile in my throat. Words that had got me into so much trouble with men like him in the past. I wanted him to do the job and get out of my house as soon as possible. 

Still, I also wanted to say something. Show him I wasn’t merely a child he could brush off or belittle. That I was both competent and intelligent. Likely even more so than him. 

“I read on the internet that it can be a sign of decaying organic materials, stuck inside the heat pump. Is that…”

He held up a hand to cut me off, and waved it dismissively.

“Yeah, nah. That’s hardly ever the case. UV light, you know, regular sunlight, it kills off most of that stuff. You just need to get right up there with the vacuum cleaner when you’re doing the housework, clear out the filter regularly.”

He turned his back to me then and took a long gulp of his water, draining almost half the glass in one go.  

I knew his type, well versed in the kind of ‘bloke’ he was. I’d been surrounded by hundreds of them in Hicksville. I expected them in the Back Of Beyond, but I thought there would be less of them in the city. All he was missing was a flannel shirt and grubby snapback, a cigarette stub dangling from his dirt lip. People like him were one of the many reasons I had moved. That, and all the trouble with Jason. I’d grown sick of the torch-and-pitchfork crowd, those who took one look at me and judged me in an instant. I’d craved freedom and the ability to be anonymous, lost among the throng of the city. I’d needed a change.

In hindsight, I knew that I’d got more than I expected.

I took another deep breath. 

“So, can you at least stop it from pumping out hot air right now, or get it to turn off properly?”

He sighed and scratched his neck again. I saw the thick vein at the side twitch and dance as his fingers moved. I felt my nostrils flare involuntarily. 

“Well, I’m not strictly a heat pump guy, you know? I just do electrics. And, clearly it’s working, so…” He shrugged. 

“My landlord called your company, surely he explained the problem?”

He sucked his teeth, screwed up his face. 

“Well, yeah, sort of. I think he thought it was just a fuse or something. Or you’d not been using it right.” 

He turned and looked around the room, no doubt taking in the scarcity and lack of furniture. A few books and DVDs were piled on the floor. A sofa and chair had come with the house and had seen better days. My laptop and headphones rested on the only flat surface in the room, a cheap vinyl camping table from The Warehouse with a matching black chair. 

“You’ve not been here long then?” 

I shrugged. 

“Living on your own?” he pressed. 

I wasn’t about to answer that. 

“I see a lot of girls like you, in my job. Not many of them as pretty as you though, eh? I always tell them the same thing. Living alone, it’s not a great idea, you know? Everyone says it’s a good country, and there’s so little crime, but women on their own... Yeah, nah. You need a good, strong man around, to help out. To do the heavy lifting for you. Someone to keep you safe.” 

He winked at me then, and I felt sick. 

“Are you going to be able to fix it?” I asked quickly, yet also as politely as I could manage.

He stood still for a moment, looking at me slowly, his gaze wandering across the whole of me, settling somewhere south of my face. He sniffed thoughtfully and looked up to meet my eyes, before draining his glass and replying.

“Yeah. I can take a look. For you.” 

His words made my stomach drop. Old and unwelcome feelings came rushing over me. A sudden surge of  blood and sweat.

I knew right then I should tell him to leave. I should get him out of the house. But I didn’t. I don’t even know what stopped me. Maybe a small part of me was still naive, still wanted to believe only the best in people. He was simply here to do a job, I reminded myself. Just let him get on with it and go. 

He handed me his empty glass, his fingertips brushing mine as I took it. An involuntary and uncomfortable shiver traced its finger down my spine. The thick pulse of adrenaline beat in my head. I rushed to the kitchen, placed the glass on the worktop and breathed as deeply and as slowly as I could, trying to regain control. I could hear his footsteps behind me, a heavy yet unhurried tread.

“You alright?” he asked me. There was perhaps a tinge of concern in his voice. Mixed with some cruel amusement. I didn’t want to look at him. I could hear his smirk without seeing it. Jason had been exactly the same.

I knew what he was doing. I’d been through this before. He was playing the role of a hunter, no doubt imagining I was his prey. We were both simply acting out our parts, dancing towards the inevitable end. The climax he'd wanted from the start.

“I’m fine, thank you. Just a little thirsty. Please, just do what you need to do. With the heat pump.”

I could sense him behind me still, waiting in the doorway, only a few steps away. I willed him to move, to go back into the front room and leave me alone, but he stayed there, watching me. I could hear him breathing, the pace a little quicker, a little heavier than before. 

I tried to keep my voice calm, my tone measured. 

“Just go back into the front room, please. I’ll only be a moment.” 

He moved closer.

“Are you feeling a bit crook, darling?”

“I’m fine, honestly. Just give me a minute.” 

I felt his hand on my shoulder; those surprisingly clean hands, at odds with the rest of his nasty, grubby self. Every part of me ached with a nameless hunger. 

I turned. 

I shouted. 

He saw the change in my face.

“It’s not safe!”

I registered his shock and fear as I lunged towards him. I couldn’t stop myself any longer. The heat, the smell, the rage built up in me. All the power I struggled to hold inside broke loose. 

He was just another small-town bloke with an equally small mindset. Just like Jason, may he rest in his eternal damnation. Spouting small-world ideas as if they were something bigger, as if he were someone important. Assuming he could control me. These foolish men never seemed to realise that I was not as weak and powerless as they thought. My experiences had changed me, in so many ways. Despite all my irrational anxieties, my self-doubt and insecurity, I also knew I held a great strength within me. All I had to do was let it free. 

I’d survived against the odds, doing whatever was demanded of me to do so. Everything and anything it took. Those not like me only saw what they wanted to see. They never truly knew me, or what I could do to them. I’d stayed in the shadows for so long, hidden in the small towns and truck-stops, keeping out of the sun and the heat. Now it was time to taste the big city. To take a bite out of the bigger boys. 




He tasted hot and sweet, like musk and copper. I drank him swiftly, drained him like the glass of water he’d asked me for. 

He was right, it’s not safe, a woman such as myself allowing a man into my house alone. Definitely not safe. 

Later on, I saw the flecks of blood and flesh I’d missed while cleaning up, nestled in the open flaps of the heat pump. Decaying organic materials. 

Yes, that would most certainly cause it to smell.


A Good Cup Of Coffee




The sign outside said ‘Really Good Coffee’ and she was inclined to agree. This was her most favourite place to go in the city. The interior was rustic but homely, the decor comforting and inviting. She sat near the door so she could feel the breeze, and watch strangers in the street as they walked by. 

The coffee was strong, fresh and very, very hot, and she welcomed the heat on her tongue. She sipped it slowly, lost in thought, trying to make sense of the troubles which wriggled around her head. She needed to process things while they were still fresh. Uncomfortable realisations that made her second-guess herself. She doodled distractedly on a notepad. Not paying much attention to the shapes she drew. 

It had begun a few weeks before. No, that was a lie. If she was really honest with herself, it had first started over two years ago, but it had become more worrying recently. Yesterday, it had all come to a head. She could no longer deny it, excuse it or pass it off as fantasy. Either she was insane or hysterical — and she was positive she was neither — or what she had experienced was real and beyond rational explanation.

She had considered talking about it with others; after all, her profession encouraged such practices, but she knew that it wasn't something that she was fully able to explain. Besides, she suspected it was safer not to bring such attention to herself. The possibility of her losing her job if she were thought unstable was equally terrifying. 




It had started with an odd feeling inside of her, like an itch under her skin that she couldn’t scratch. It was as if her eyeballs had slipped, leaving her vision ever so slightly out of focus, but only if she stared too hard. It was a constant metallic tang at the back of her throat with a pull of elastic behind her knees. Sometimes it was a tingle of static on the hairs of her arms, and a buzz at the nape of her neck. Often she thought she saw things that weren’t there, but the images passed so swiftly, like an erroneous frame in a film, she always convinced herself she was mistaken. Quite simply, it was a constant, nagging feeling that something was not quite right. 

The first few times were not overly troublesome to her. She put them down to a mild case of anxiety, perhaps sparked by stress and over-work, or prompted by a more complicated case. Every so often she would be overcome by a strange notion of nostalgia, like a memory she was trying to recall, but which proved too difficult to catch. She passed off the physical symptoms as sudden headaches from dehydration, too much coffee, or a sensory overload of sorts. Women were often prone to things of such nature, she knew, especially if her immediate relatives were any indication. Some hysteria was normal for the women in her family. As her mother was always so quick to reminded her, sensible ladies suffered behind closed doors. They never drew attention to their afflictions.

She took another sip of her drink, surprised that it had cooled so quickly, unaware of how much time she had spent in contemplation. 

Last night was the worst that it had ever been. She had been walking through the centre of the city towards Courtney Place, intending to catch her usual bus home. The day had been ridiculously busy and emotionally draining. She had been thinking about nothing more than getting home, opening a bottle of wine and watching something undemanding on the television. 

She had heard a high pitched noise in her head, almost akin to tinnitus, but much louder and intense. It had affected her balance. She had stumbled and almost tripped. She had put her hands out to stop herself and grazed the back of the person walking in front of her. A young man wearing a smart suit and expensive shoes. He had turned quickly, no doubt surprised, perhaps annoyed, at the unsolicited touch. 

Immediately she had started to apologise, and then she’d seen his face. It wasn’t right. His features were arranged wrong, like those in a Cubist painting. He was fuzzy. For want of a better word, he was buzzing. She’d blinked, and a hundred fractured eyes blinked back. 

Her head had pounded, throbbed and swelled. She’d clutched at her face, pressing the flats of her palms into her eye sockets as if she could somehow quell the pain with their pressure. In that moment she had truly believed that her head were going to split in two, that her brain was writhing and doubling in size. The pain was so swift, so intense that it filled every part of her and consumed her whole. She had tried to scream but she couldn’t make the sound come out, it caught in her throat before she could expel it. All she could manage was a faint keening whimper, like that of a frightened animal. 

Panic had filled her as she struggled to comprehend what was happening. Was this some sort of allergic reaction? Or maybe some kind of fit? Her tongue felt too big for her mouth, her jaw clenched and went into spasm repeatedly. She couldn’t breathe properly, it was like she had forgotten how to, and she sucked in air in loud, desperate gasps as her body disobeyed her. Every part of her had felt wrong, alien, and hostile. 

The man had reached out to steady her, and she had jerked her arm away from him, not wanting to feel his touch. He had seemed confused. His mouth flapped fish-like, open and closed, as if he were trying to speak to her, but she couldn’t hear anything he said. 

Eventually the pain had begun to lessen and she regained her posture. She had looked up fearfully. Whatever she thought she had seen was now gone. The man had peered at her in curiosity. His features were completely normal.

“Are you alright?” he’d asked her. “Do you need anything? Do you need a doctor?”

She had shaken her head and apologised. Thanked him for his concern. She’d seen her bus heading down the street and jogged to the stop as quickly as she could, still battling with some leftover vertigo.

She’d found a seat on the upper deck next to the window. She had seen him still watching her as the bus moved away. She hadn’t known why but his gaze had frightened her. The look of concern had gone from his face, instead he had seemed almost suspicious. As if he knew what she had seen. 




She looked up, casting her gaze around the cafe again. There were a number of customers sitting, laughing, chatting and generally just getting on with their day. So many people with so many lives. Their own loves, their own problems, their own fears. She wondered if any one of them could possibly be feeling like her right now. Be dealing with so much confusion. 

A smartly dressed woman in blue with grey flecks in her dyed blonde hair, possibly in her forties but maybe older, sat alone at a table adjacent to the open door. A coffee cup sat on the table in front of her but it looked untouched. She was staring at nothing, lost in her own thoughts. Was she happy? Sad? Perhaps she was thinking about what she needed to buy at the shops later. Who knew how complex people could be and what a stranger felt?

The barista walked past her, caught her eye and smiled. She smiled back automatically, but knew there was little warmth in it. Much like her forgotten coffee, now completely cold. She watched him as he picked up a discarded chocolate wrapper, and a brown paper bag from the floor. Rubbish that had been blown inside off the street. He nodded at her cup, an unspoken question — should he take it away? She nodded in return, holding out the cup to him. It was half-empty, she noted, as he took it from her. 

She was surprised by the thought. She had become someone who saw things as half-empty not half-full. When had that happened?  

More people came into the café and ordered drinks at the counter. Some took a number and found themselves a seat, others took cardboard cups to go. She waited a moment, until the queue had gone down again, before going up and ordering a second coffee for herself; cappuccino with a shot of caramel syrup. It didn’t take long before the barista brought it over to her. She thanked him and wrapped her hands around the warm mug, staring out of the doorway into the busy street. 

A movement caught in the corner of her eye made her glance up again. A man stood by her table, staring down at her intently. He wore a dark grey suit covered by a scruffy beige overcoat, which may have once been smart, but was now soiled and dishevelled. His hair was tousled and unbrushed. He sported a full and untidy beard, which looked less like a hipster fashion choice and more a consequence of irregular grooming.

“Can I help you?” she asked him brusquely.

He sniffed and pinched his nose. His cheeks flushed red.

“Um. Yeah. I couldn’t help but notice your drawings.”

“What?” She looked down at her notebook, realised that she had been drawing faces. Faces with huge, black eyes and inhuman features. Like those of the man in the street. 

He pulled the chair out opposite her and sat down before she could protest. He flipped his long fringe out of his eyes and looked directly at her before holding out his right hand. His skin was thick with a layer of grime; his long nails caked with dirt. The stench of musk and sweat that surrounded him made it clear that he had not bathed in a while. 

She took his hand warily and shook it. 

“I apologise for the intrusion, Miss. My name is Rawson, Ethan Rawson.” He looked at her expectantly. 

“Oh, Doctor Julie Ames.” She grimaced, immediately regretful about telling a stranger her full name. A force of habit from her work. She wiped her hand surreptitiously with a napkin and reached for her coffee. 

“Good to meet you, Julie.” He nodded at the notebook. “Those pictures, are they something you’ve seen?”

She faltered, not knowing what to say. It was such an unexpected question. 

“Um... why do you ask?”

He leaned in close.

“Because I’ve seen them too.”

She laughed then, at the sheer awkward ridiculousness of the situation. His expression stayed completely serious. She couldn’t deny it, she was strangely intrigued.

“I’m not sure I understand what you’re saying,” she told him carefully.  

“I think you do,” he told her. The absolute certainty in his voice was almost strong enough to convince her he was right. 

He took a long look around the cafe, and stroked his beard thoughtfully. He seemed to note everyone in the building, before he leaned towards her again. His voice was low and conspiratorial. 

“How much of this stuff do you drink?” He motioned to the cup in her hand.

“What, the coffee?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know. Maybe three or four cups a day? Why? I know it’s not that good for me really.”

“It makes you feel strange doesn’t it?”

“Well, sometimes, but I know I can be sensitive to caffeine, so…”

“Stop drinking it.” 

“Excuse me?”

“Seriously, stop drinking it. You must have noticed it’s a ‘thing’ here. The coffee culture. Everyone drinks it, there’s a café or a truck on practically every corner. It's an epidemic. People think you’re strange if you shun it.”

She coughed nervously and set the cup down on the table before speaking again, trying to hide the waver in her voice. 

“Look, I’m sorry, um… I think I’d like you to go away now, please. This is somewhat weird. I don’t know you, and you’re being rather intrusive.” He ignored her request and kept talking. 

“Your drawings, they’re no accident. You’ve seen them, I can tell. You’re finally waking up and you’ve probably been feeling quite ill. That’ll pass. You’ve been medicated all your life, but the drugs in the coffee aren't really working any more. Stop drinking it.”

She went to stand up, but he reached out and grabbed her arm, whispering urgently.

“If you make a scene they’ll realise you know. They’ll just make it stronger. Please. Listen.”

The barista at the counter glanced over, seemed to be taking an interest in what was going on. She almost tried to shout out to him, let him know she needed help, but he looked away and turned back to the glasses he was stacking behind the counter. 

Her heart thumped frantically in her chest. She was afraid, but of what she was not quite sure. Of the man holding her arm at this moment who believed they had shared some sort of psychotic episode, or that deep down she was worried there might be some truth in what he said?

She sat back down in her seat and he released her arm. He spoke quickly in hushed tones. 

“Listen to me. This is important. I didn’t mean to frighten you. Shit, I mean, it’s so unusual to find others in the open like this. You’re not crazy, okay? And neither am I. Whatever they put in the coffee, it makes you see what they want you to see. Helps to hide what they don’t”

She tried to interrupt him, but he shook his head quickly, gesturing for her to stop.

“Just listen. Please. Sometimes, in some people, it doesn’t quite work, or they become immune to it. Those people, just like yourself, can see through the lies. They can see them for what they really are. The drugs in the coffee make you blind to what’s really going on in the city. They’ve been here for years, controlling us without us realising. They change the way we think, make us behave how they want us to.

“Just stop drinking the coffee for a few days, three at the least, and you’ll see the truth. But do it carefully, okay? Don’t make it obvious”

She didn’t even know where to start with all that, she just stared at him incredulously. 

“Mister Rawson, I think you should know, I’m a behavioural psychologist. I work with troubled children every day. I know a fairytale when I hear one; or a plot from a movie. I expect next you’re going to tell me that I can slip on a pair of special sunglasses to see the truth?” 

He shook his head again.

“I’m aware of how it sounds. I didn’t want to believe it either. Trust me, things were so much easier when I didn’t know. 

“We like to think we are intelligent beings, Julie, that we are in control of our own lives, but the truth is, no-one is ever really in full control. Not unless you are one of the few who can get high enough up the ladder, that you’re helping to control those below. They soften you up and placate you, let you think that you hold some of the power. It’s all a lie. Every time you vote. Every time you protest. Every choice you make in your life, they’re behind each one. There are no individuals, we are all just part of the Hive. 

“Three days, stop drinking the coffee, and meet me here. Friday lunchtime, around 12:30. Will you do that?” He picked up the pen and scribbled something in her notebook. 

“Here’s my number. You can call me any time you need me. I know how it feels right now, I really do.” He walked towards the door, stopped and turned before he left.

“I really hope I get to see you again, Julie.”




She sat rigid at the table, feeling slightly sick. Was that some sort of joke? A peculiar pickup line which she had almost fallen for? She read what he had scrawled beside her doodles. His name, a telephone number and something else.

If you still don’t believe me, go and spend some time outside the Beehive. 

The woman had gone, replaced by a grey-haired man and an excitable woman with large earrings. The barista was still busy behind the counter. She caught his reflection in the mirror mounted on the side of the wall. For a second his face seemed to shift and morph, as if his features didn’t quite fit his skin, but it was fleeting and surely impossible. She looked away quickly, embarrassed by her own imagination.

Her head was filled with Rawson’s words. She had a strong desire to dismiss him as a lunatic, and yet, although she hated to admit it, his story held echoes of others she had heard from some of the children she had worked with. 

They spoke of seeing strange reflections, of people they did not know. Of seeing monsters wearing human clothes that didn’t properly fit, walking amongst them in the city. Of telling their parents or carers and always being dismissed. It was standard in these cases that the children be medicated. She hadn’t given it much thought before, was simply following protocol, but now the implications left her chilled. 

She reached absentmindedly for her coffee and brought the cup to her lips, before placing it back on the table, untouched.




Later that day, on her bus ride home, she thought about everything Rawson had said. Three days without coffee to find out the ‘truth’. She could do that. Not because she believed him, no, she would rather she prove him wrong, but it could be good for her regardless, to cut down. Maybe all these strange visions she was having were due to her drinking too much of the stuff anyway. 




The days without caffeine were akin to being in some kind of personal Hell. She felt like everywhere she went she was being offered it, or could smell it, or she saw someone walking in the city with a takeout cup. She avoided all her usual haunts, choosing instead to try out a juice bar not far from where she worked. It wasn’t the same, and she hated it. Rather than decreasing, the strange, disjointed feelings came several times throughout the day, and were much more intense. Often it was sudden and unexpected and took her completely by surprise. Other times she felt it creep up on her, saw things she couldn’t explain. People who wore the skins of her friends and co-workers, but were not people she recognised. 

She walked to the Beehive one lunchtime quite by accident. The pains in her head were so strong they almost crippled her, and she had spent the morning hardly able to work. Her supervisor had dropped by her office, brought with him an armful of files. She had looked up and almost screamed. His head was large and swollen, rippling and pulsating as if a thousand insects were crawling underneath his skin. His giant eyes like ink-black pools, mirrored everything around him. 

Three days without coffee and the hallucinations were worse. 

She waited until he’d left the room and burst into tears. She knew she had to get out of the office. 

She had sat outside the Parliament buildings, the whole area abuzz with people. Employees; tourists; children on school field trips. 

Until she looked a little harder and saw what was really there. 




She was shaking as she entered the coffee shop that Friday, not just from nerves, but from withdrawal. She had taken a day off work citing sickness, saying it was probably the ‘flu, but truthfully it was because she could not stop herself from twitching. Her head hurt the worst it ever had. A crippling pain far stronger than anything she had endured before. She was seeing strange and inexplicable things almost everywhere she looked. 

Rawson sat at the back of the café, a glass of water on the table in front of him. He seemed even more dishevelled and filthy than before.

She pulled out a chair, sat opposite him. 

He smiled at her. A wide grin full of teeth that were stained and crooked. 

“Julie! I’m so glad you came back,” he began. “You stopped drinking it then?”

She nodded slowly, every movement made her head pound. She tried to stay focused, to stop the involuntary tics which kept taking over her face.

“Do you see them now? What they really are?”

She nodded again.

“I think so. It’s… fuzzy.”

“They’ll get clearer. But you need to keep pretending you can’t see. If they know, they’ll take you away. I don’t know where to, I just know that they do.”

“Who? Who do you keep talking about?”

“The things you see. We don’t know exactly what they are. Or even why they’re here. As far as we know it’s a national thing, and they’re all over the country, but we’re pretty sure it’s confined to the islands. We don’t think they’re overseas. Yet.”

“This is crazy. This is… no… it can’t be true.”

“You’ve seen it for yourself. You know it is. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

She swallowed slowly, tasting acid. Heartburn seared her throat and chest. She felt so dreadfully ill. Her voice sounded hoarse when she spoke again. 

“How many are there?”

“They’re all over, especially in the city. Less so out and over the hills.”

“Are they dangerous?”

“We don’t know. They’re organised and efficient, and they seem to have got pretty much all the population under their control. But other than that, they don’t seem to do anything immediately threatening. We know they are changing the workforce. They are working us harder and longer, keeping us tired and subservient. Making sure we can’t fight back. People drink the coffee to keep awake, but they don’t realise it’s keeping them drugged.”

“Who else knows? You keep talking about ‘we’?”

“There is a group of us. A splinter society. People who have woken up. They’ve stopped drinking the coffee and can see what’s really going on. It’s difficult and it’s slow, but we can push back in small ways. There are people helping to make a treatment, maybe something we can administer airborne, to get rid of them, or just take back control. It’s similar to what is already used to control pests in the bush. We don’t know for sure if it will work, if it’s a poison or a cure.” 

He was animated and excitable; he made wide gestures with his hands as he talked. 

“Look, you’ve seen them for what they really are now, you know you can’t just go back to normal. These things are living amongst us, watching us and controlling us. They are clearly using us for their own gains, whatever the hell they might be. 

“We can stop them. We can destroy them. We can take back our country if we band together. I need to know; are you with us?”

He stopped and stared at her expectantly, eager for her answer. She paused, watching him, thinking carefully about everything he had said. The nausea and constant sense of motion in her head was making it so much harder to think. She inhaled deeply. The aroma of fresh coffee hanging in the air was both powerful and strangely devastating to her. She hadn’t realised just how much she had missed the familiar taste and smell, the comfort it brought her.

She didn’t feel ready for what Rawson was offering her, some place in a war she didn’t know was being fought. Perhaps he was merely using her, manipulating her for his own gain. Did she look vulnerable, she wondered, easy to exploit? How long before this ‘fight’ became financial? How long before he asked her for her credit card number, for funds to aid the cause?

She felt so stupid. She had been completely sucked in by what Rawson had told her, but maybe it was all just a giant lie. Maybe she was sick and needed help. The hallucinations could be a sign of something seriously wrong with her. She should have gone straight to her doctor. Rawson was hardly a vision of good health himself. Perhaps, and this was likely, he was even more sick than her.	

Those things, those creatures, what did they really do anyway? Were they even really real? Her life had been good before this weirdness began. She relished being a part of a whole. A small cog in a greater machine. An insect in a hive. 

No. This story, this whole charade, it was ridiculous. There was no such thing as monsters. Not monsters like the ones he described. Maybe, she wondered, as paranoia struck her, and a chill spread through her body, there really were drugs in her coffee. Maybe he knew all about them because he had put them there himself. 

She forced herself to stand and flashed him a tight smile before heading towards the counter. She waved at the barista to get his attention. To alert him to Rawson’s presence. It was part of his job to clear the tables, wasn’t it? To get rid of the rubbish that had blown inside. 

“I’m sorry, Mister Rawson,” she said quietly. “I can’t help you. The coffee here is just too good.


Last Chapter




He was created completely by accident. A stooge who was never meant to live beyond two chapters. Maurice had originally intended to use him only as a bait and switch; a mere footnote in the tale of another, better man. It soon became clear that such a character was much too big to stay small.

Jebediah Cole came mostly from a place of fiction; imagination touched by the hand of experience, and peppered with a dash of wistful desire. A pastiche of the many strange and dodgy people Maurice once had the misfortune to know. An ex-armed-forces, ex-law-enforcement, leather-faced, battle-worn bounty hunter; he was a solid, deliberate, hulk of a man. Despite his rough edges, arrogance, and sexist attitude — and the fact that he was really little more than a walking cliché —his readers seemed to find the bloke endearing. His fans clamoured to hear more. 

His story began in the winter of ‘87. By ‘95, he had the first of his own novels. The star of a fast-paced thriller, he journeyed across three continents, followed faithfully by one staunch side-kick, and four foxy women. He drank, smoked, screwed, and punched bad guys as each chapter progressed. The ending saw him get the money, the girl, and a macho badge of honour: a ragged scar that travelled from his chin down to his neck. He plowed through his make-believe life like a juggernaut and his readers loved him for it. 

Maurice hated the bastard.




“You can’t deny you’ve made good money off of him,” Katarina remarked that morning, when they met for a coffee on Cuba Street. A flat white for her and a long black for him. Katarina, was his editor, his direct line to publishing and thus his livelihood, but also one of his most oldest and treasured friends. Always honest, often blunt, but mostly locked in a state of being permanently over-caffeinated and suffering from verbal diarrhoea. 

Maurice shifted slightly in his seat and took a sip of his now tepid coffee before answering slowly, knowing that whatever answer he gave she would pounce on.

“He’s not the only character to make me money, Kat. The Terrace Crew books have been just as successful, if not more, and I actually enjoy writing those stories. Cole is boring me now, it’s time to let him rest.”

Katarina snorted derisively. Her heavy, silver earrings tinkled loudly as she moved her head.  

“Those books don’t have the fan-base, mate, and you know it. They’re an afterthought. People only read them when they’ve run out of Cole to devour. If you want to know what I think — and yes, I can see that you don’t, but I’m going to tell you anyway — if you kill off Cole, your readership will riot. There will be an uproar and they will hate you. Sure, that last book will get some good sales, but then you’ll fall and you’ll shrink, and unless you have some huge and amazing plan to reinvent yourself, your writing career could well be over. You saw what happened to Robbins when he killed off you-know-who.”

“Oh come on, Kat. It’s hardly the same. I’m pretty sure my readers aren’t hormonal teenagers any more.”

“No, but they are passionate, and a lot of them have followed Cole since the start. They’ve more than paid your paycheck, Maurice, they’ve kept the guy alive. Plus, some of them are hormonal housewives. Do you really want them on your tail? Don’t forget the fan-fic contingent, eh?” She picked up her cup and cackled gleefully, winking mock-salaciously across the table.   

Maurice sighed, folded his arms across his chest and leaned back into his chair. He let her laugh for a while, enjoy the mirth at his expense, before shaking his head in denial.

“He’s just a character, Kat. Made up and purely fictional. I’m not going to start thinking of him as a real person or something, despite what some of those weird women think. Anyway, I’ve been doing this gig for over thirty years now. Time to put the old dog down and move on.”

Katarina stopped smiling and leaned in close. She pointed directly at his chest; her long nails flashed with vivid purple.  

“I’m telling you, mate, putting down this particular dog will be a huge mistake.”

Maurice shrugged and drained his cup.

“You have no faith, Katarina. No faith at all.”




Six weeks later Maurice had already decided and planned out Jebediah’s fate: a fatal and surprise encounter with a stray bullet, straight to the brain, just when the reader least expected it. It would end Cole’s story resolutely, with no opportunity for a comeback or reprieve. Maurice planned to introduce a whole new character, perhaps a young woman, spunky and fresh. He could inject some new life into his writing, show his readers his delicate, more empathetic side. Although none of that would extend to Cole, there would be no empathy there. He wanted him dead and gone. 




Maurice sat in his usual spot in the Central Library, a desk by the south-east window facing out towards the grass on the Civic Square. An open flask of coffee, brewed freshly that morning, lent a pleasant aroma to the otherwise stale air. His MacBook was switched on, a Pages project open, but he had typed nothing in the hour he’d been sitting there. His thoughts were slow and sticky like the heavy summer heat. He had scribbled a few ideas in his notepad, but they were messy and fragmented. Nothing of substance. 

During his train journey into Wellington that morning, he had been overflowing with ideas, but since reaching the library he had spent more time people-watching than committing to his work. It was as if the heat was disconnecting him from his usual self, stealing his inspiration. 

He put his chin on his palm and rested on his elbow for a moment. He watched as a figure strode across the Civic Square, a cigarette clamped between his lips, a scowl on his sun-worn leathered face. The man crossed the square of grass and headed towards the steps leading towards the waterfront. He wore a battered leather jacket, far too cumbersome and impractical for the heat; black jeans faded and too tight on his thighs; and scuffed combat boots, worn yet clearly sturdy. His dark blonde hair was two months past a decent haircut and a week’s worth of stubble crawled across his face and neck. He was a tall, broad, imposing man, made entirely of ego and muscle.	

There was something about his walk, his swagger, the way he moved with such determination and yet was infinitely, almost delicately, polite. Maurice was fascinated. He could easily have used his bulk to intimidate, to cut a path through the gathered throng of people; City Council workers taking lunch or smoke breaks, a group of teenagers playing football on the grass. Instead, he swayed ballerina-like, weaving his way through the knitted crowd, never once touching another body. That walk, Maurice knew, was the practiced walk of an urban hunter. The walk of a man such as Jebediah Cole. 

Maurice watched as the man reached the steps. He paused and removed the cigarette from his mouth and blew a plume of blue-grey smoke into the air. His eyes were downcast; Maurice couldn’t properly see his face.

Look up, Maurice willed. Let me see you.

As if he had heard his thoughts, the man lifted his head, turned slightly and looked directly at him. Their eyes locked.

“Oh my God…” 

Maurice felt the blood drain from his cheeks. A roaring noise filled his ears. A pop. A click. His head was too pressured and too full. He felt his chin slip from his palm, and his neck jarred. The man continued to stare in his direction, his eyes powerful and piercing. They delved deep down inside his skin, devouring his soul.

There was no way the man could see him properly from down there. The distance, the glass and the angle would make it impossible. It was surely just some strange coincidence. Yet the stranger held his gaze; five seconds, ten. Maurice felt time stretch and slow down. He could not break the gaze any easier than he could bend a metal bar. His wooden brain, so recently full and muddled, shifted suddenly and swayed into sharp focus. 

The man smiled, a shark-like grin, all teeth and no humour, and took another long drag from his cigarette. 

Maurice couldn’t bear it, couldn’t bear the pressured feeling a moment longer. He used all the mental strength that he could muster to force himself to drop his eyes. A breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding came rushing out of him. His pulse thumped in his head, a rhythmic bass drum pulsing and pounding. He felt tired and weak and yet also electrified all at once, like a sudden hit of caffeine had shaken his brain. 

Slowly, almost tearfully, although he could not have fully explained why he felt that way, he looked out of the window again towards the steps. The man was gone, no trace of him on the green or on the bridge. Maurice scoped the small crowd of people. Some were sitting and standing, some talking and eating their lunches, a couple were embracing by the gallery. There was no trace of him. 

Idiot, Maurice chided himself. Getting all worked up over nothing at all. 

So the man had looked a little like Jebediah, or how Maurice always thought Jeb might look. There were probably a hundred people in Wellington alone who looked just like him. He was a character, a stereotype; one of the many reasons people liked him was because they identified with his everyman persona. A real Kiwi bloke. Down-to-earth, no-nonsense, and all that. 

Maurice knew this, knew it clearly and without question, and yet he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that maybe, just maybe, he was wrong.

He picked up his pen and started doodling, tried to get back into the frame of mind to begin writing. He still felt slow, and strangely suffocated. He recognised that horrible, familiar ‘wading through treacle’ feeling most often experienced when he was suffering from a cold or other similar malaise. It felt like the library had become even hotter. His skin felt tight and prickly. The air was tinged with the smell of stale sweat, warm plastic, and — somewhat inexplicably — burning hair.

He took another sip of his coffee and almost spat it out in horror as his eyes settled on his laptop screen. 

Where there had been no words earlier, now there were many strings of them. They marched like black ants across the page, backlit by the white screen. Maurice felt the discomforting thump of his heartbeat in his head once more, as he tried to stay calm and process what he was seeing. Perhaps he had suffered a seizure of some sort, a brief mental blackout or an intense daydream?

He scanned the words, feeling his unease grow as he absorbed each sentence.




I paused at the bottom of the steps, took the cigarette from my lips and exhaled the smoke. I could feel his eyes on me, watching my every move. Maybe he thought I hadn’t clocked him, that I hadn’t felt his stare on my back as soon as I’d walked across the quad. I stood for a moment. Let the bastard think I hadn’t realised. Then I lifted my head, looked up right at the window, and locked my eyes with his.




Maurice gasped and threw himself backwards in his chair, feeling the plastic push into his spine as he held his body rigid. The smothered feeling returned again, his breathing became harsh and ragged. He didn’t know how long he held himself like that, feeling like he was merely clinging on to consciousness. A hand touched his shoulder; he yelped and jumped in fright.

“Are you alright there, mate?” One of the librarians stared down at him, concerned. 

“I’m fine. Sorry,” Maurice stuttered, relaxing his posture and straightening his shirt. He offered the man no explanation, merely smiled at him and willed him to go away. After a few moments he seemed to get the hint. 

“Alright. Take care, eh?” The concern was still clear on his face as he started to move away towards the other side of the stacks. Maurice simply smiled and nodded, painfully aware of his strange, rictus grin. His teeth locked together like pearly tombstones.

A young woman a few tables down from him, with a pushchair parked next to her, watched him warily, probably wondering if he were ill, or maybe even drunk. He grinned at her too, acknowledging her curiosity while trying to dispel her obvious unease. He felt her eyes stay on him even as he turned away and focused on his laptop once more. 

The words were still there, he hadn’t imagined them. 

I got caught up in the moment, he thought. I must have typed words without realising. Maybe my imagination is so good it tricked me into seeing him. I just wrote what I saw in my mind.

It was a nice idea, but he wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all himself. He knew what he had witnessed. Even though it made his blood freeze, and his ears ring, and his heart rattle crazily in his chest, he knew that had seen Jebediah Cole. His character brought to life and made flesh, striding casually around the city that was written as his fictional home. Every part of him screamed out that there was no way it could be him, it was not only illogical but completely impossible, but he felt it in his soul that it was true. 

A thought popped into his head unbidden, and somehow, in the craziness of the moment, it made perfect sense. 

“I need to catch him. I need to talk to him!”

He rose quickly, gathering his notes and his laptop. Aware of the many pairs of eyes on him, he realised awkwardly that he had spoken his thoughts aloud. He smiled and nodded at those who momentarily held his gaze, and shoved his things into his bag, struggling with the zipper on his backpack. A pen dropped to the floor and as he bent to retrieve it, another hand grabbed it and handed it to him; the librarian. The man handed the pen to him without a word and then clapped him again on his shoulder.

“You take care, mate,” the man told him, and yet, instead of feeling his concern, Maurice perceived the words to be more like a threat. His throat felt full, a ball of phlegmy angst, hard and tight in the hollow of his neck. He cleared his throat noisily, and muttered an awkward thank you as he stuffed the pen quickly into his bag. He slung it over his shoulder and walked briskly towards the stairs. He took them, two steps at a time, to the ground floor.

The stranger had a good five minute’s head start on him he knew, but with a little luck, he might catch sight of him on the waterfront. He ran out of the library and sprinted towards the steps leading to the bridge, his backpack jostling up and down on his shoulders. He was old, unfit and out of breath. He panted and gasped as his thigh muscles screamed in pain, unused to being put under so much pressure. Startled people ducked out of his way as he lurched across the quad towards them.

Dear God, don’t let anyone recognise me, he thought, as he pushed through a throng of bodies — a gaggle of public school girls eating ice-cream in the sunshine.

He reached the top of the steps and looked out towards the harbour and across the bridge. The waterfront was teeming with people; tourists and locals all enjoying the glorious heat. He scanned the many bodies, searching the crowds for a glimpse of black leather or dirty blonde hair. His chest felt tight, his breath came in wheezing  gasps as he tried to catch it and calm himself. He felt the frantic thump of his pulse, hard and heavy in his chest. 

A deep voice, as rich and oozing as melted caramel, spoke from somewhere behind him, and he felt suddenly lightheaded, as if all the air had been sucked out of the world.

“Took you long enough.”

Maurice spun around so fast that he was surprised he could move with such speed. His grace however, was lacking. He felt his left ankle pull and pop, exploding in a searing pain. 

The man was standing by one of the wooden sculptures erected on the bridge, somehow almost hidden in shadow despite the glare of the sun. He wasn’t as big as Maurice had first thought, perhaps only an inch or two taller than himself, but he gave off an air of largeness, of filling the space around him. He sucked on a cigarette held between two nicotine-stained fingers and exhaled, his other hand pushed casually in the pocket of his jeans. His face showed very little emotion; hard, yet also not immediately unkind. Now he was closer, Maurice could see a thick, white line tracing a path through his stubble, from the edge of his chin to just below his left ear. 

Maurice was captivated and unsettled all at once. 

“Do I…?” he began, but his words came out as a squeak, barely audible. He swallowed, cleared his throat, and tried again. “Do I know you?” 

The man gave a wry and humourless laugh, his lip curling in a way Maurice did not like. He sniffed, looked out towards the water and said nothing. Maurice could hardly stand the silence, a thousand thoughts filled his head. He needed to be clearer, more assertive. He tried again, tried to lower the tone of his voice, to sound more gruff and ‘manly’. To appear less frightened than he felt. 

“I do know you, don’t I?” He could still hear a slight tremor in his voice. He hoped the man hadn’t heard it too. 

The stranger turned his eyes to meet his once again, slowly and deliberately. He held him in his gaze. Maurice felt his ears buzz, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention, along with the goosebumps on his arms. What seemed like several minutes passed. 

“You should. You of all people should, eh?” the stranger said, his accent thick and syrupy. Maurice didn’t know how to respond, couldn’t make the words make sense in his head.

“Are you...?” He tried, but the man silenced him with a glare and a sneer.

“I’ve got no time for pleasantries, mate,” he began, although Maurice didn’t feel any pleasantness in the man’s demeanour at all. “You and I, we both know who we are, and what we have to do. Our purpose is crystal clear. What I’m here for, and what I really want to know your answer to is — why the fuck are you trying to kill me?” 

He leaned in close, so close that Maurice could taste the reek of him; smell stale smoke, old coffee, and the musk of dried sweat. The stench, the realness of it, hit him harder than any fist could have done, and he reeled backwards with a yell of surprise.

He struggled to find the words he needed. To ask questions, to give some kind of indignant come-back. All he could manage was, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 

He whimpered and keened like a terrified puppy. Nausea overcame him and a tunnel of white light smothered his vision. He felt his legs give out from underneath him, and the concrete floor rushed up to kiss his cheek.




He awoke in a room in a hospital. Wires and electrodes were attached to almost every part of him, bandages covering the whole of his legs. A tube down his throat made him gag and retch, and instinctively he tried to yank it out. An alarm began to wail from the monitor next to him. A nurse rushed to his bedside and grabbed his hands. More medical staff came to join her and they set to work, both on various parts of him and on the machines he was connected to. They removed the tube. They poked and prodded him. They adjusted the needles in each of his arms, and shone a light into almost every orifice. Eventually they seemed satisfied that he was fit to be left alone. A middle-aged doctor with a bald head and grey stubble approached him with a gentle smile. 

“Kia ora, Maurice. It’s nice to have you back.”




Katarina arrived soon after, her arms overflowing with gifts of grapes and fizzy pop, and an obnoxious yellow teddy bear. For the first time in twenty-five years, since Maurice had first met her, she was oddly silent. Her eyes were full of fear. 

His throat was sore and swollen thanks to the tube, but he managed a hoarse croak of a welcome. 

“Hey.”

She forced a smile. He saw the beginning of tears forming at the corners of her eyes. 

“It’s so good to see you, Maurice. You had us all worried.”

Maurice blinked and gave a barely perceptible nod. He wasn’t used to seeing Katarina like this, so quiet and serious and sad. 

“They told you what happened?” she asked. 

He blinked again, forced the words out as carefully as he could.

“Accident.”

“Yeah, serious one. You were so bloody lucky.”

“I fell.”

Katarina looked momentarily confused. 

“Fell? Nah, mate. You were in a train crash. Massive derailment on the Kāpiti line. You don’t remember?”

Maurice felt his pulse quicken, a wave of anxiety poured over him. The lines on the monitor by his bedside began to twitch and spike.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay. Try and calm down, eh? You’re okay now.” 

His voice scratched and tore at his throat as he tried to get the words out. A memory so strong and harsh it almost pained him. 

“Jebediah there. Real. Real person.”

“Ah, mate, it must have been really bad. You got pretty banged up. You know, lots of people see strange things in those kinds of situations.”

He shook his head as vehemently as he could, feeling the pain in his broken body. The monitor started to beep a loud warning, numbers on the display rising with the pitch.

“No. No train. Saw him on the waterfront. I fell.”

Concern washed over Katarina’s face, she reached out her hand and touched him gently on the hand.

“Maurice, calm down. You need to rest.”

He shook her hand away, his frustration rising with his panic. 

“Saw him, Kat. Knew I wanted to kill him.”

“Maurice,” she began, then paused and breathed deeply before replying. “You’ve been crook for nine weeks. We nearly lost you. You took a bloody big bang to the head, and God knows everywhere else. Your legs, aw mate, I mean, you got really badly burned. 

“Look, if you’re worried about your manuscript or something, don’t be. Everything you wrote is in the Cloud, and I’ve got to say, it’s some of your best. I can’t wait to get it out there.” 

“Manuscript?” Maurice choked.

“Yeah, what you were working on before your accident. I mean, I know this isn’t exactly the time or whatever, but I was pretty blown away. I’m glad you took my advice in the end, decided not to kill him off.” 

Frustration gave way to confusion. There was no manuscript, of that much he was certain. Wasn’t he? He couldn’t think, couldn’t remember anything much prior to his meeting with Jebediah. The train? He was on the train like always. He never could write well at home; too many distractions. Then he went to the library, his usual place. He had a notebook, his laptop as well. There were words that appeared without him writing them. No, that sounds crazy. How? 

“I think…” he began, as a hospital orderly backed his way into the room, pulling a trolley of food. 

The man turned. He picked up a plate, removed the plastic lid covering the meal, and placed it on the table at Maurice’s side. 

Maurice looked up. He took in the dirty blonde hair two months past a decent haircut. Saw the week’s worth of stubble engulfing the man’s face and neck. The white line tracing his chin and neck. A tall, broad, imposing man, made entirely of ego and muscle. 

He leaned in close towards the bed, flashed a shark-like grin, full of teeth and no humour.

“So, how are you feeling today, Maurice?”


Toot Tunnel




We called it the ‘Toot Tunnel’, ever since we were kids, although of course that wasn’t its official name. Mount Victoria Tunnel, part of State Highway 1, connected Hataitai to the centre of Wellington, running through the mount that divided them. Back then, we didn’t know the reason why those who lived locally referred to it by it’s moniker, or why so many motorists would lean on their horns as they passed through. We would listen, enthralled, to each blast as it echoed loudly through the length of the tunnel, and rebounded off the dingy walls. Sometimes the toot would be returned, sometimes not. 

My dad was always very much against the idea, and positively refused to join in, despite mine and my sister’s constant pleading. He said it was idiotic, and served no sensible purpose. To us kids, it was an act of gleeful rebellion. We relished hearing the different toots surround us, as our father drove straight through and grumbled under his breath.

Later, and quite randomly, I found stories on the internet that offered a number of explanations for the toots. Some said it was common sense, that the tunnel was initially very dark and narrow and people tooted to avoid colliding with other motorists while inside. Some said it was in tribute to a young woman, allegedly murdered by her lover while the tunnel was being built in the 1930’s, her body buried underneath the fill. Others took the story of murder and death even further. They claimed the tunnel was haunted, and the toots were necessary to ward away any ghosts that might follow you as you passed through.

Whatever the reason, and however it started, there seemed to me that few things could be more fun than blaring my horn as I drove through Mount Victoria. When I passed my driving test at nineteen, and my dad helped me buy a battered Hillman Avenger, I finally got my chance. Although, never with my dad in the car. 

Fifteen years on, the Avenger replaced by a banana-yellow Suzuki Swift, my love of the toot slowly diminished. Not every journey through the tunnel demanded a honk on my horn, not unless someone else tooted first. I was more mindful of pedestrians passing through on the elevated tunnel path, or the time of day. I began to understand in some small way why my father was so opposed to the idea, how ridiculous the notion really was. 

It wasn’t too long before passing through the tunnel became a normal, boring part of my day, and the toots lost their appeal completely. Much like everything else in my life. 




January, eight years ago, I married Julie Murphy, my high-school sweetheart. It was a strange summer; initially blisteringly hot for days on end, only to fall into week after week of dull grey and constant drizzle. Our wedding was a complete wash-out. My mother-in-law was particularly furious that her specially purchased and expensive hat was ruined by the rain. Julie’s cousin, Allan, crashed his car on the State Highway on his way to the reception. He was fine, but the car was a write-off. My uncle Thomas took a funny turn after reacting to something he ate and had to be carted away in an ambulance. We laughed about it at the time, joked that maybe it was an omen, but four years later and it seemed like the bad luck had held. Julie moved out of our house and in with one of her workmates, deciding she liked Sandra much more than she liked me.  

To be honest, while I was disappointed, I carried on pretty much as normal. I think deep down I’d known it wasn’t going to last, and I was always a little bit too boring for her. She liked hiking and climbing, and surfing off Lyall Bay. I preferred a beer and a good sausage sizzle, maybe a bit of a lounge around on Oriental Bay Beach. I was happy enough to just chill in the back garden, take it all easy. Sure, the more I relaxed, the more my stomach grew, but I just wasn’t the type of bloke to go charging around for fun. An old football injury in my early twenties had left me with a dodgy knee. A convenient excuse to just stay put. 

Julie had a zest for life, she grabbed it with both hands. She was passionate about everything in her life: her hobbies, her friends, and her career. She was always keen to explore new things and places, to seek out her next grand adventure. I just took what I was given, and did the best I could with it. 




I got a job as a taxi driver. It wasn’t amazing money, but it was enough. Certainly since there was only me to think about. Mum and Dad went up the west coast, settled in Raglan with the rest of the retiree crowd. My sister lived with her husband and four sprogs on a quarter-acre in the South Island; too busy and too tired to make the trip over the Strait. I could probably have spent time with Julie and Sandra, they always said there was no reason not to stay friends, but it felt awkward and, honestly, I was much happier on my own. I spent my days and nights out driving, and that was alright with me. 

I made a lot of trips to the airport, a few journeys up the coast, but mostly it was suburb to city and back again. Regular daily routines. I passed through Toot Tunnel easily a dozen times a day. I never tooted while I was working though. It wouldn’t have been right. My employer would not have approved. Some of the out-of-towners used to ask me what it was all about. Others begged me to reciprocate. I never did. At least, not until I met the girls.




I picked up the three of them from Willis Street near the Hotel St. George one Thursday night. They said they had been exploring Wellington for a while, but now it was time to go home. One of them gave me an address for a street in Hataitai. The trip from the city would take us through the tunnel to the other side of Mount Victoria. 

They were all quite young really, probably none of them out of their twenties. They had a slight awkwardness about them, as if they hadn’t yet grown into themselves. Perhaps it was just a little youthful naivety. None of them were local as far as I could tell, and although they seemed Kiwi, I could detect an Irish lilt to their accent as they spoke. They were friendly and exceedingly polite, and they introduced themselves to me with their full names, even though they didn’t need to — Mary-Anne Keating, Hannah Coffy, and Agnes Conlin. Three young chicks enjoying their youthful freedom in the city. 

They all grew pretty animated as we passed through the tunnel, talking loudly and laughing a lot. They laughed even louder if they heard the honk of a horn. I asked them if they knew what the toots were all about, if they’d heard of the local legend? They told me they had, and giggled amongst themselves. Hannah said people tooted for the ghosts, to grant them safe passage through the tunnel. Agnes laughed as if at some great joke, while Mary-Anne simply shook her head and stifled her giggles behind her hand. 

I thought that maybe they were drunk, yet I couldn’t smell any alcohol on their breath. 

Agnes leaned over from the back seat and asked me to toot my horn too. I told her I couldn’t do that when I was working. She grunted and stuck out her bottom lip, like a toddler might do, packing a sad. Hannah was sitting in the passenger side, and she tried to persuade me to toot too. Again I gave a very definite no. Her expression turned quite dark, her face shadowed by a frown. 

I thought it was a little weird, but by that time we were out of the tunnel and into Hataitai. The girls went quiet and spoke to each other only in whispers from that point. There was no more raucous laughter, indeed their whole tone seemed to change. They seemed somehow less amiable. Maybe even hostile.	

They were mostly quiet for the rest of the journey. I pulled up outside the address they’d given me, and I asked them for the fare. Hannah paid up without a word. She seemed almost reluctant to give me the money, furrowing her brow and pursing her lips as she dropped coin after coin into my open palm. They all walked away from the car without even saying cheers. I looked back in my rear view mirror as I drove away, but I couldn’t see them. I thought they must have gone inside. 




I don’t know why, but it bothered me. People are often rude to me when I’m driving. Mostly I couldn’t give a crap; I get paid regardless. I felt odd, though. Unsettled. Like I’d let them all down somehow. 




The feeling didn’t last, and I didn’t give any of them much more thought, until four days later when I ended up with them all in my car again. I said hello, and once more, they introduced themselves to me with their full names, despite there being no need. I found that strange. I asked them if they remembered me, and saw blank looks cross their faces. I shrugged and asked them where we were headed, and they told me the same address as before. Once again we would need to pass through the tunnel, and just like before they got more excitable and giggly the closer that we got. 

It was a sunny afternoon during the school holidays, and there were quite a few vehicles on the roads, no doubt heading to the beach and coast. The traffic slowed up as we approached the tunnel, and I could see Mary-Anne in the rear-view mirror, practically jumping up and down in her seat with what I could only assume was excitement.

I asked her if she was alright, and she replied that she was, “Quite well, thank you.” Hannah and Agnes resumed their laughter and they squealed with joy as we entered the tunnel to be greeted with an echoing toot.     

Agnes asked me to sound my horn. She told me I, “Absolutely must reply”. I informed her once again that I was sorry to disappoint, but I didn’t do that while I was working. She kept on at me, begging and pleading, and then Mary-Anne and Hannah joined in too. The traffic was slow, barely moving, and the end of the tunnel seemed suddenly very far away. I repeated my apology and told them a very firm no, but by now I was feeling somewhat uncomfortable at their insistence. 

Another toot bounced off the walls around us, answered by someone further up ahead. The girls kept asking, and asking, and asking. No longer happy and giggly, there was a sharp edge to their voices. Their requests were no longer amusing or light-hearted; they were making a stern demand. 

Agnes, sitting in the seat beside me looked me straight in the eyes and told me, “You’d better go right ahead and toot that horn, Mister. Or there will be much misery in your future.” 

I didn’t know how to reply to that. Such a strange thing to say and way of saying it. I just kept quiet, fixed my gaze on the traffic ahead of me and focused on getting through the tunnel. I wanted to throw them out of the taxi right then, but I knew that was not only impossible, it would be incredibly dangerous. I would be putting them in grave danger from other traffic.

I tried my best to ignore them, eager to deliver them to their destination and hopefully never see them again. I saw the reflection of Mary-Anne’s face in my rear-view mirror, a look of pure disdain and fury. In that moment I felt quite frightened, and yet I couldn’t fully explain why. I was distracted by my emotions, wasn’t paying full attention to the car in front. The taxi kept rolling, but the Mazda ahead of me had stopped. 

I felt the bang before I heard it. The two cars collided and crumpled like an empty chip packet. My seat belt pulled tight around my chest and made me gasp as my head bounced forwards quickly and then snapped back. My right hand slipped from the side of the steering wheel and came down hard on the horn. 

Truth be told, I’m not completely sure what happened next. Either the cab or my eyeballs became engulfed in white fire. I heard a pop, followed by two more, and my ears felt like they were filled with sea water. I smelled an unusual odour in the air; sweet and floral, yet totally repugnant all at once. My body was frozen, pinned by the seat belt and paralysed, perhaps from shock. It was as if all my five senses had been assailed at once, and my brain didn’t know what to process first. 

I heard shouting outside, was aware of movement as people approached the car. The taxi’s engine was still running and somehow I found the wherewithal to turn off the ignition and pull the handbrake. I turned to my left, the words coming out of my mouth almost before I’d even thought of them. Asking if everyone was okay. 			

Nobody answered me. I was all alone in the cab. 

Strangers pulled me out of the car. They made sure I got to hospital. A doctor told me I had whiplash and a concussion and advised me that I should not drive. I told them driving was my livelihood, and they simply shook their heads and shrugged. They gave me a form, told me I could make an ACC claim to get help financially if I couldn’t work. I discharged myself that evening, took a bus home for the first time in years. I threw the form into the first rubbish bin I saw. I’d never taken a handout in all my life, and I didn't plan on doing so. 




A couple of nights later I awoke from a dream so unsettling yet so confusing, I could barely even call it a true nightmare. 

I was walking through the city at night, along Salamanca Road. I found myself entering a cemetery, a full moon shining in the sky. So far, so clichéd, I’d thought to myself, as I’d walked along the path past the headstones. There I saw three shadows, standing at the edge of the graveyard.

I couldn’t make out much detail, but I could see the shapes of full skirts and bonnets. I walked towards them, calling out a cautious greeting as I went, but before I could reach them, my foot got caught on a tree root, and I fell. I almost hit my head on a wooden cross. An antique grave marker. Without knowing why, I read the name carved deep into the face. 

Mary-Anne Keating, date of death, 1886. 

Perhaps I should have been surprised, but in that moment it made complete sense. I cast my eyes around the graveyard, settling on another headstone not far from the path. Agnes Conlin, died 1884. I knew that if I searched, I would find Hannah too, but I didn’t want to. I didn’t need that validation. A thin cloud moved across the moon; shadows stretched out onto the grass beside me. I looked up to see the three girls smiling and laughing, their dark hair flowing around their shoulders, long fingers reaching out for me. 

I’d come to, not with the usual, violent jerk of awaking from a nightmare, but with a slow rise, as if I had ascended from being submerged under the sea. 

I finally understood. 




That was almost six months ago. I’ve had quite a few more like those three girls in my cab since then. I found that I’m pretty good at figuring out who my passengers really are. I reckon those girls left me a gift; they entrusted me with something. Maybe I had it in me all along, I simply hadn’t wanted to see. I don’t just have a job now, I have a purpose.

It makes me smile, when I drive through the tunnel and hear a replying honk to mine. It makes me realise; most people are simply waiting for permission to toot. They want to, but they haven’t quite built up the nerve. They’re always waiting for someone else to go first. To lead the way. That’s no way to live a life, I should know. You have to be brave. You are allowed, encouraged even, to toot first. 

I take my obligations seriously. When those who come to me ask me to sound my horn for them, I do so willingly. I am the one who gives them passage. I am the guide who leads them when they are lost. We are all just going from A to B, the excitement is in choosing the roads we take. No-one can go on forever. Everything has to end. When your adventure is finally over, I’ll be waiting in my cab. We can go together through the Toot Tunnel. 

I’ll make sure you get home safe.


Fake Meat




My name is Ewan Kennedy and everything I am about to tell you is the truth. This is not a joke. This is all completely real.

I’m holed up in my garage at 87 Moorefield Street. I know I probably don’t have much time left, and there’s no hope for me, but I hope whoever sees this can find help for Katie and James. Maybe for my wife, Cindy, too. The kids are hiding under the house. I’m not sure where Cindy is. If you can help them, please tell them all I love them very much.

I’ll it say again, this is genuine. This is not a hoax. It is happening in Wellington right now. 




I need to start at the beginning. I need to tell you everything so you can understand. 

It began, I think, with the burgers, at Welly On A Plate. It’s the only thing that makes sense. It was a pop up place selling vegan burgers which tasted and bled just like meat, but they were made from a special mushroom from somewhere in Southeast Asia. Only ten dollars for a decent-sized burger and a side of fries. Crazily cheap. People queued for ages, all eager to find out what the fuss was about. A group of us went there after work, had to wait for nearly twenty minutes before we got served. It was worth it. The burgers were amazing, tasted like the best beef I’d ever had. We all agreed, you would never know they were made from fungi. 

The only thing I thought weird at the time were the rictus grins on the faces of the two girls who served us. Their smiles were identical and they creeped me out. Like they were wearing some kind of mask. 

We ate there a whole bunch of times before the place disappeared. Almost everybody did. Mostly thanks to word of mouth and social media, people travelled all the way across the city to try the food. Then, even before the food festival ended, the pop up place stopped trading. It was a little unusual, but I didn’t give it that much thought at the time. Even when Bob got sick in the office, we didn’t realise it was in any way connected. Not at first anyway. Not until I started to think about it. 

It was pretty brutal. He chundered all over his keyboard and his whole body turned grey. I would never have believed how much sick could come out of a person. Then he threw up blood. We tried to help him as best we could, but I think he had some kind of heart attack. He collapsed on the floor of the office. He died right there in front of us.

The paramedics came and took Bob away, and Simon, our boss, told us all to go home. I suppose I noticed then that Simon’s skin looked pretty waxy and he was sweating a lot, but then, we were all in shock about Bob. 

I took the bus home like I usually did. I didn’t want to talk to anyone so I put my headphones on. I didn’t even realise what was going on until people on the bus began to shout and stand up in their seats. Apparently a woman sitting at the back had thrown up repeatedly. She convulsed and collapsed. The bus stopped and people tried to help her, but it looked like it was too late. 

I was a wreck by the time I got home. 

The next day wasn’t much better. Simon and Carlos were absent, but no-one seemed to know why, and Joe spent the morning looking green before he excused himself and went home. I don’t know if he ever made it. 

We saw dozens of people getting ill in the street. It was obvious something was very wrong. At half-past two the police came, and we were told to get out of the city. Nobody would tell us what was going on. There was nothing helpful on social media. Every local radio station said the same thing. We should go home, lock all doors and windows, and stay away from the hospitals. The best we could figure, it was some kind of serious stomach bug. 

There was a bloke in the city centre yelling that it was food poisoning, to stay away from the street food, but I don’t know where he had got that information. A few girls standing on street corners were selling white paper face masks for twenty dollars each. They were making an absolute killing. 

The city was total chaos. Everyone was trying to get out at once. People were falling over in the street and people were being sick. I wanted to help, I really did, but getting home to Cindy and the kids was my priority. I tried to call her on my mobile, but the network was totally munted. I couldn’t get through no matter how many times I tried. The roads were stuffed, traffic bumper to bumper in every direction. I walked from the city up the Old Hutt Road and climbed the steps towards our house. 

Cindy was already at the house when I got home; she hadn’t been into work. I knew she was rostered to work the evening shift at A&E this week. I hugged her tight and kissed her, then looked around for the kids. I started to panic when I realised they weren’t there, but Cindy calmed me down. She told me they were in the laundry room, that she had put them there to keep them safe. 

It was then I realised how pale she looked, how red her eyes were. I asked her if she was feeling crook, and she said she was feeling terrible. She said she thought maybe she had picked up a bug from work. I got scared then. I sat her down on the sofa, and she was shaking all over. 

We didn’t have long. She… she started being sick, and I managed to get her to the bathroom, but by then she was vomiting bright red… 

I couldn’t… 

I tried…

I stayed with her until the end. Everything was such a mess. I was such a mess. In so many ways. She was my rock. I loved her so much. So much.

I couldn’t stay. I wanted to. I didn’t want to leave her side. I left her in the bathroom and I closed the door. I knew there wasn’t anything I could do for her. I needed to go and help Katie and James. 

Cindy had put them in the laundry room underneath the house and covered the door with the wooden picnic table from the deck. I slid the table out of the way. I could hear them moving around inside and I called out to them, to let them know it was me and it was safe, but when I tried to open the door I realised Cindy had padlocked it from outside.

I went back to the house and rummaged in the drawer where we usually keep the keys, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. I figured Cindy must have kept it on her. I really didn’t want to go back into that bathroom, to see her lying there, but I didn’t think I had a choice. 

I was halfway to the door when I heard noises from inside. I thought… I mean… I was so hopeful. You can imagine.

I opened the door and saw her. Saw it.

Whatever that was, it wasn’t Cindy. She snapped her head back at almost a hundred and eighty degrees, and screeched at me. Like some kind of giant bird. There was a pale brown growth, like a thin tentacle or something, protruding from her forehead. Her eyes had turned completely black. 

I’ve seen the movies and the TV shows, I know what those things are supposed to look like and behave, but this, this was nothing like that. She was so fucking quick! She took literally seconds to go from being on the floor to almost getting out the door. 	

I didn’t think. I just slammed the door shut and leaned all my weight on it, and she hurled herself into it from the other side, over and over again. I don’t know how, but my tiny, no more than fifty-five kilo vegan wife, seemed to have the strength of a hundred kilo All Black. 

I tried to figure out what to do. 

The bathroom was at the end of the house. There was nothing immediately to hand that I could use to bar the door, to keep her, it, inside. My only choice was to run. Run and hope it didn’t catch me. I waited a while, until the banging stopped. I thought perhaps it had got bored or had forgotten about me. 

I took my weight off the door and ran like hell for the bedroom. I was wrong, it hadn’t forgotten me. Somehow it managed to get out and it was after me almost before I could slam the bedroom door. I slid the dressing table across the door frame then moved the bed across as a second barrier. I could hear it thumping on the door, and screeching. I knew I couldn’t stay in the house, I knew I needed to get the kids out and get away somehow. 

I wasted a lot of time in the bedroom, trying to think about what to do. I should have busted out of there straight away and taken care of whatever that thing was Cindy had become. Or… no… I probably wouldn’t have been able to. Whatever it was, it still had most of Cindy’s face. I don’t think I could have... 

Oh, fuck. I should have done more.

It banged and crashed outside for a while, and I could hear it snuffling. There was pretty much nothing in the bedroom that I could use as a weapon. I opened the wardrobe and pulled all the clothes off the metal hanging bar. I wrenched that loose. It wasn’t much, but it was something.  

I listened at the door, I knew it was still there on the other side. I opened the bedroom window as quietly as I could and slipped outside into the garden. I shut the window behind me. I didn’t know how long it would take it to find a way out. 

I was on my way back to the laundry room when I came across our neighbour, Mrs Waverly, standing in our garden and going through our rubbish bins. At least, it used to be Mrs Waverly. 

It must have heard me coming up from behind, and it spun around so quickly it was almost a blur. When it saw me, it screeched, just like Cindy had. It had a similar growth on its head, although much bigger and longer. 

It lunged for me. I had no time to think, only react. I stuck the metal pole out in front of me and braced myself. It ran headlong into the pole. The end entered just underneath its chin and emerged out the back of its head. I think I killed it pretty instantly. It twitched and shook, and thick yellow goo seeped out around the wound. 

I couldn’t take the pole out, I had no choice but to just let the body fall with it still wedged in the head. I really didn’t want to. I wanted a weapon. The garden shed was just around the corner. I took the potting knife and the pruning shears, and put them through the belt loops of my jeans. I took the garden spade too. I was hoping to use it to try and lever off the padlock from the laundry room door. 

I crept around the side of the house to the laundry room. I couldn’t see or hear any more of those things, but I couldn’t be sure. There was a small window at the side, slightly higher up than the door, and I climbed onto one of the wooden garden chairs to peer inside. There was a light on; the portable halogen floodlight we used when we were sorting out the clothes. I couldn’t see Katie and Jamie properly; they seemed to be huddled at the back. I tapped on the glass and called their names as loudly as I dared. They stirred a little but didn’t answer me. 

I used the edge of the spade to force the wood around the lock. It was difficult but I managed it eventually. 

I opened the door and saw the growths on their heads.

​They were slower than the others had been. They seemed sleepy or confused. They staggered towards me. I had no choice. I slammed the door and wrestled with the picnic table. I blocked the exit and I walked away.

I left them there. I turned my back on my own family. I don’t know how to help them now. 

I came here to the garage. It was the only place I could think of that might be safe. I locked the doors. I needed to keep those things out, and to keep myself from getting out. My head hurts and I feel sick. I vomited blood a little earlier, and I know what that means. My wife and kids are still out there. Or at least, something is. I suppose they’re not really my wife and kids any more. 

I don’t want to become one of those things. I can’t do that. I don’t want to be responsible for hurting anyone. Even if it’s not really me. 

I hope whoever sees this does better than I can. I hope you can either make it stop or find a cure. You need to find out who owns that burger place and get them shut down. Please, don’t let this happen anywhere else. To anyone else. 

Cindy, Katie, James; I love you all so much. I’m so sorry. 




* * * 




“Good morning. My name is Doctor Wolbach, and I’m the Senior Research Scientist here at the Wellington headquarters of the Department of Evolution and Population Control. 

“Thank you all for your time today. I do appreciate you coming down here so early and at such short notice. 

“To recap: Subject 37419 was found in the garage of 87 Moorefield Street, Wadestown. Seven days after outbreak and final containment was complete. The Subject had apparently deliberately impaled themselves on a garden implement, and taken their own life. 

“A mobile device was found next to the body with what you’ve just seen recorded as a video file. It appears that Subject 37419 had tried to upload this video to the internet, but thankfully the upload failed. The original file has since been deleted and scrubbed in accordance with DEPC company policy. 

“We have a team of one hundred and fifteen agents scouring other online sources to find and delete all traces of other, similar files. Our AltNews and Deepfakes Department is working tirelessly to discredit any that we find. 

“Subject 21785 was found in the garden of the property, also deceased, and apparently neutralised by Subject 37419. 

“Subjects 37500, 37501 and 37502 were discovered inside the property. They were captured and taken for processing. Advanced stroma stalks were clearly visible. 

“Tests are still ongoing to control the unwanted side effects of the usually very effective Boletus Aliena Ceremortium. Here at the DEPC our primary focus is always on careful monitoring and control. We constantly strive to ensure the department stays inconspicuous. Unfortunately, it appears that the fungus had mutated, causing unexpected results. Early reports show this was due to Subjects combining it with other ingredients, most likely a condiment of some kind. A new, more foolproof system is now being considered. I believe coffee is the most obvious choice. 

“Any questions?”


Choices




We were connected only through grief, Freya and I. Nothing else in common other than our loss. Through message boards and posts online, we spoke candidly to others like us, of our feelings and our fears. Our words united us and strengthened us, just when we needed it most. Yet we knew nothing of our individual circumstances and experiences, our likes and dislikes, or how we had got to where we were in our lives. Our profile pictures showed only what we wanted to be seen; an echo of our real selves, smoothed out, filtered and enhanced. We always put our best faces forwards, hiding the cracks and the pain. 

It was Freya who messaged me. A simple, “Hi” accompanied by a ‘wave’. I recognised her picture, I’d seen her comments on other posts. I’d seen her pose and smile in pictures, her arm around our mutual friend. I replied with a “Hi” of my own, added, “How are you?” for good measure. I saw the little bubbles at the bottom of the message window pulse and flicker; I knew she was waiting on the other side. 

“I just wanted to say, I saw your post on his tribute page,” she started. “It was a lovely picture. He would have loved your poem too.” 

“Thanks. I don’t really write that often, but I just wanted to try and put something meaningful, you know? Something maybe others could connect with too.” 

“I understand that. There seems to be a lot of people feeling really empty without him.”

I waited for a moment. It felt strange, this conversation. Not bad or wrong, just odd. I didn’t feel ready to strike up a new friendship with a stranger, not over the loss of an old one. But I didn’t want to be rude either. 

“There was just something special about him,” I typed back. “He definitely brought people together. I’m really sorry, I don’t have time to chat right now, but it was lovely to hear from you. Maybe another time.” 

I deliberately left it as a statement rather than a question, to close the door on the conversation for now, but I suppose she read it differently to how I meant it. 

“I’d really like that. Is it okay if I send you a friend request? I hope this doesn’t sound weird but I checked out your profile and you seem like someone I’ll get along with. I saw Pencarrow in one of your profile pictures. I spent some time there in the past. It’s one of my favourite places. I’d really like to go back to visit if I get the chance.” 

I paused again. I never normally added people who I didn’t already know in some way. Either in real life or from other groups who I felt strongly connected to. I suppose I felt a little awkward. Something about her seemed somewhat needy, yet also vulnerable. I couldn’t put my finger on it. I looked at her profile picture again. She certainly looked normal, but who can really tell from a ConnectMe image? 

“My page is pretty boring,” I typed back. “I don’t really tend to post much any more.” 

This much was at least partly true. I didn’t tend to post anything publicly, and most everything else was filtered so only specific people could see it. My family saw very different content to my friends. Only Chris had ever really seen and known everything.

“That’s okay,” she replied. “I don’t post much either. I mainly use it to find people. To follow people. I’d really like to stay in touch with you. If that’s okay?”

She was being oddly pushy, but in a nice way. I leaned back from my laptop, thinking carefully. I knew that if I added her I would most likely filter her out of my more personal stuff. Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt. Maybe she needed me more than I needed her right now. Maybe she just needed to talk to someone about Chris. 

My fingers danced over the keyboard, almost without my control. 

“Yeah, sure.”

Seconds later a friend request popped up on my screen. I moved the cursor across the screen and clicked ‘accept’. 

Immediately the system started showing us all the things that linked us: people we knew, places we had been, favourite movies and books. I was surprised at the few things we did have in common, and at the number of mutual contacts we shared. I was wrong. It seemed that it wasn’t just our late friend bringing us together, we shared a secret too. 

I didn’t want to ask about it. Not really. Not because I wasn’t interested or that I didn’t care, but more because I had so much of my own baggage to deal with. I only had enough energy for my own problems most days. My ‘give-a-fuck’ budget was running very low.

She mentioned it first. 




“We are in the same support groups.”

That was all she said at first. No elaboration or discussion, just a statement of fact. 

“We are,” I agreed. 

“What kind do you have?” She was so blunt, so immediately straight to the point, that I was quite taken aback. I surprised myself even more when I leaned in to reply. 

“Breast. Metastatic. Stage four.” 

She didn’t respond immediately and I was almost at the point of regretting being so open with a stranger, wondering what the hell I was doing, when the message window lit up again. 

“I’m so sorry. That really stinks.” 

I stared blankly at the laptop screen. The words faded and lost focus. She was right. It did indeed stink. Twenty-seven, single, no kids. One terrible and heartbreaking miscarriage and a failed engagement behind me, and now not much of anything to look forwards to. Most days spending my time stuck in bed, merely watching the world through a window as it passed me by. 

I was safe, I was warm, and I was fed. 

But I also had a terminal illness. 

I’d made peace with it all months ago, back when I’d had enough of the chemo and the constant nausea and I realised that I could claim many victories in battle, but I was never going to win the war. I didn’t see it as giving up like my mother did, more just being realistic, being thankful for what I’d been given. I wanted to focus on the time I had left, not being stuck in a hospital, poked and prodded and drowning in pity. Waiting for the inevitable. 

No, I hadn’t given up. I was just so very tired. 

I’ll admit, when Chris went, I started to wonder if I was wrong, that maybe I should have fought a little harder. He had kept his dignity and made his own choices right up until the end. I respected that, even if I also resented him for it. I wasn’t certain if I would be given the chance to do the same. I knew it was selfish to be angry. I knew it wasn’t about me. Yet it hurt so much that he had gone and left me on my own. He had promised me that he would stay, would be there for as long as I needed him, and then he had cut that time short. I didn’t know how to process that, and I wasn’t sure if my decision meant I would go on to do exactly that to someone else; to my family and my friends. It was irrelevant now, much too late to change my mind. 	

The message window flashed again. 

“Are you still there?”

I leaned in and typed a reply. 

“Yes. Sorry. Just got distracted.” 

“Sorry if I was a bit nosey, but I usually find it better to kick the elephant out the room straight away, you know? I hope I didn’t upset you?” 

One side of my lip twitched in a half-smile, a quick flash of understanding. I knew exactly what she meant. None of us had the time we thought we’d have. Certainly not enough time to beat around the bush or avoid the truth. 

The elephant. 

Cancer. 

Death. 

“It’s okay,” I typed back. “You haven’t upset me.” 

“Do you know how long you have left?”

This time I did feel aggrieved. That question was far too invasive coming from a stranger. Her bluntness, and matter-of-fact attitude, I could almost understand it, but that didn’t mean I had to engage with it, nor accept it. She was bloody rude. 

I was annoyed. I chastised myself for being too trusting, but I didn’t want to be angry at her. Maybe she was struggling. Perhaps she hadn’t meant to be so forthright. I simply didn’t have the patience to talk about it any more. 

“Actually, I have to go now. Sorry.” 

I logged out quickly before she had time to respond. Her profile page still filled my screen. I moved my fingers over the trackpad, hovered the mouse pointer over the ‘unfriend’ button. I paused. I couldn’t quite bring myself to push it. I didn’t know why. We’ve all said strange things while trying to deal with our emotions. Suffered from the curse of ‘foot-in-mouth’. Maybe she simply hadn’t thought about how she would come across. Some part of me obviously believed she deserved a second chance.

My irritation gave way to amusement as I recalled what I’d typed. I hoped she didn’t take me literally. I chuckled to myself as I closed the lid of the laptop and slid it onto the bedside desk. I felt completely exhausted and my chest hurt every time I took a breath. I sank down into the pillows behind me, desperate for the relief of sleep. 




Eric messaged me later that evening. Much later. It was almost 2 a.m. when I heard my laptop chime. That wasn’t unusual though. We all kept odd hours. Often sleeping through the days, sometimes battling long periods of insomnia. 

“Hey. Just checking in. You alright?” 

“Not dead yet,” I typed back. An old, black-humoured joke between us. 

“Sweet,” he replied, as he always did. 

“How’s you?” 

“Oh, yeah. Good as gold, eh? I’m totally bloody knackered, I’ve got a mouth full of ulcers, and I’m stuck in the bloody dunny with constant shits. So, the usual.” 

I replied with the ‘laughing out loud’ emoji. 

It was Chris who introduced me to Eric, around nine months ago. They’d been online friends for years and I’d felt a little guilty when it became obvious that I had become a much closer friend to him than Chris. The youngest son to an Australian couple living in New Zealand, Eric was diagnosed with bone cancer when he was only nineteen. A pain in his lower leg becoming something much more serious. An amputation saved his life but destroyed his plans for a career in professional rugby. He had decided instead to teach sports therapy to fellow amputees, mostly through swimming and hydrotherapy. Just under a year ago he was diagnosed with AML — Acute Myeloid Leukemia. Most people would have been devastated, knowing what they would have to go through, anticipating the fight again; not Eric. 

An eternal optimist, he treated his diagnosis like it was simply a massive pain in his arse. It was annoying and impossible to ignore, but as far as he was concerned he’d beaten it once and there was absolutely no doubt in his mind that he would beat it again. I admired his confidence. It was one of the many things I liked about him. That, and he was pretty damn attractive. Cancer had taken many things from me, but it hadn’t made me blind. 

“How was your day?” he typed. 

“Yeah. Okay. Slept most of it.” 

I paused. Thought. Added a bit more. 

“I got a friend request from Freya today.”

“Freya?”

“You know, Chris’s friend. Dark hair, dark makeup. Always dressed in black.”

“Oh, her. Right. The hot Goth chick. I don’t think she liked me very much.” I felt a small prick of jealousy. Eric thought that she was ‘hot’. I told myself not to be so stupid. 

“I’m not fully sure if I like her. She’s very direct. A bit rude really.”

“Yeah? I thought you’d get on alright. You Pommy’s are pretty blunt too, eh?” 

It was a part of my life I sometimes forgot. I was an immigrant from the United Kingdom. A Pommy as he called it. Fourteen years had passed since I had stepped off the plane with my parents and started a new life. If I’d known then what I knew now, would I have even boarded it? If I hadn’t, I never would have met Chris. 

My laptop chimed again.	

“I talked to her over messenger once, but we didn’t have much to say. Nothing in common. I don’t think I was quite what she expected. And she had zero sense of humour.”

I smiled as I read. Eric quite often wasn’t what other people expected him to be. 	

“Well, you’re an acquired taste.” I typed back. 

“What? I’m fucking delicious!” I laughed out loud for real then. He was right about that. 

“So have I been replaced?” he asked me, followed by a winking face.  

“Never,” I replied, adding a little face of my own, blowing a red heart kiss. 

“Good. Cos Old Stumpy is always gonna be here for you.” 

Of course, he had to add an eggplant emoji after that. Typical Eric. It meant nothing. Well, nothing much. He lived in Waikuku, a small town just north of Christchurch. I was four hundred kilometres away in Wellington. We’d never met, and probably never would, but the thrill of flirting kept us both sane. Helped us keep a grasp on normality. We were still living, breathing human beings, with hopes and dreams and impossible internet lovers. 

Not dead yet. 

“So. I’ve got a joke for you,” he typed. “A little blue penguin and a National supporter walk into a bar...”

I watched and read as he added to the setup, line by line. As usual, the punchline was terrible, filthy and hilarious.  

We chatted about everything and nothing until the first rays of the morning sun started to glimmer behind my bedroom blinds. He signed off just before 6 a.m. and I fell back into my pillows and slipped into a fitful sleep. 




I was awoken by a coughing fit in the early afternoon. I grabbed the water bottle from my bedside table and took a drink. Tried to ease the dry, scratchy feeling in my throat. Almost immediately, my bladder needed emptying. The bathroom was only next door, but even that short journey left me exhausted and sweating. I needed to shower and get changed. My mother would no doubt come  round in a couple of hours. She never said anything, but I always saw the sadness and disappointment in her face if she arrived and I was still in bed or my pyjamas. She had promised me never to discuss my decision, but her eyes said everything her voice didn’t. 

I sat on the stool which I kept in the shower, letting the water fall around and over me. I didn’t bother with shampoo, my hair was cropped too short to need it. It grew back thin and patchy after I stopped the chemo, keeping it shaved made more practical sense. I had always worn it long and curled before, frequently dyed many vibrant colours. It still seemed strange to see it short and blonde, the colour that nature intended. Eric referred to it as, “hitting the reboot button”. I wished I could. 

I drip dried in the shower, sitting for as long as I could without the water on, until I got cold. I dried the rest of me with a towel, dressed in leggings and a cotton T-shirt, favouring comfort over style. My old makeup bag was slumped by the sink, tainted with a thin layer of dust. A feeling of curiosity came over me. I unzipped it and explored its contents. They seemed strangely unfamiliar to me after months of being ignored. I darkened my eyebrows, added mascara and bronzer, and finished with a dash of pink lipstick. I was surprised at myself, this was probably the brightest I’d looked in months. My mother should be pleased. 

I took the handful of supplements my naturopath had recommended to me with a glass of water, along with a chaser of painkillers. They hurt a little as they slid down my throat. I didn’t have much of an appetite, but I poured myself a glass of organic smoothie — my mother brought me bottles of the stuff — and sipped it slowly through a metal straw. Another gift from my mother. 	

“They’ll last you a lifetime,” she had told me, before realising what she’d said and turning bright red. I had just laughed and hugged her.

She sent me a text just after half-past two, telling me that she was stuck in the middle of a traffic jam. An accident on State Highway 1. She couldn’t get through the tunnel. I was half-way through replying to her when I heard my laptop chime.

I expected to see a message from Eric, maybe even one of my other friends —Amy, Kirsten or Lucinda — but instead it was Freya again. A strange wave of emotion came over me, one I couldn’t quite identify. I was still unsure how I felt about her. She unsettled me, but I didn’t know why. 

“Hi Lydia,” she began. “Hope you’re okay? So, weird thing; I found this photo I took a while back of you and Chris, I think maybe at a Pride festival or something. We’ve met before without you realising it!” 

She had attached the picture at the end. It was indeed of myself and Chris. I didn’t remember exactly when it was taken, but it looked like it was from over five years ago, well before either of us got sick. 

Sick with the cancer anyway. 

My hair was long and dyed bright turquoise, his was short and purple. We had rainbows painted on our cheeks and matching goofy smiles. He wore a pride flag draped around his shoulders, like a superhero cape. It was coloured in three vibrant stripes of pink, purple and blue. He looked content; glad to be amongst friends and allies. His arm was draped around my shoulders and I leaned into him. God, we looked happy. 

I felt hot tears prick my eyes and my nose began to run. I sniffed and plucked a tissue from the box by my bed. I didn’t want to pick at the scabs of old memories, I’d done enough of that already. I should have let it be. Against my better judgement, I clicked and enlarged the photo, letting it fill the whole of my laptop screen. Chris’s face seemed so unfamiliar to me now, and the feeling hit me like punch in the gut, a hollow reminder that he was really gone. I might see his face in pictures, maybe even videos, but never again in real life. 

The picture was so large, and clear. I could see the fine, white lines tracing his arms. The thicker, pink ones on his wrists. They were accompanied, in stark contrast, by a black semicolon tattoo. It signified a pause, not a full stop.

Chris had always struggled. Unlike many like him, who were often isolated or felt unable, he had at least reached out and asked for help. Many, many times. He saw counsellors and therapists, tried drug after different drug, but nothing seemed quite right.

Chris was an avid gym bunny. He loved surfing, swimming, climbing and running. He gained a clear first at university and did well in his career. His parents and sisters were wonderful and understanding, and they supported him completely. His relationships, although few, were always meaningful, and with kind and loving people. Their separations were never acrimonious. 

He didn’t fit the stereotype that other people often associated with his illness, he seemed far too vibrant and accomplished in his life. He didn’t spend all day in bed. He didn’t seem sad or overwhelmed. How could someone like him be so troubled, they’d wonder, when he seemed to have so much?

No-one really thought he was at risk. Not even me. He had convinced me that he was managing it, that he had things under control. I knew the statistics; one in six individuals suffered with a common mental disorder at some point in their lives. I knew the other numbers too, particularly those amongst young males. More people than could fit inside a double decker bus each year. I wasn’t worried. I never believed that he would add himself to that list. 

I knew, as I’d always known, that something inside him wouldn’t let him rest. He was never truly happy. He called it the Beast he could never tame. Not merely a black dog, as it was often referred to, but a slavering, monstrous hell-hound, bathed head-to-toe in midnight shadows. He was bound in the grip of a crippling darkness; his mind often feverish and hollow. His demons were determined to suck him in, chew him up, and swallow him whole.   

Like me, Chris was sick, but in a very different way. At his worst he talked about his life as if it were something he felt forced to endure. He thought his being here was just a phase. I don’t think he was religious, he never spoke of going on to a better place or anything like that, but the best I could understand of it was he never truly believed that he belonged here. His thought his existence was a mistake, that he was here at the wrong time or in the wrong place. 

Sometimes he was brighter and excitable. He was here for the benefit of others, he’d said. His presence brought people together. I really believed that. Chris filled the room in ways other people could not. He could put aside his own troubles and listen to everyone who needed him with quiet earnest. He made them feel truly seen. Online, the friends he made created a wide web around him. We needed Chris far more than he would realise. He kept us whole. 

His older sister, Lauren, had once confided in me. She told me Chris’s whole personality had been changed when he was fifteen. The victim of an apparently accidental hit-and-run, he was riding to the local dairy when he was clipped by a car. He fell off his bike, and smashed his head on the road. He hadn’t been wearing a helmet and was knocked out cold. He suffered a serious concussion and a broken arm. Lauren said he seemed to have all his joy sucked out of him as a consequence. She always wondered if his depression was linked somehow. 

I don’t believe it was his accident that made Chris how he was. It could never be as simple as that. Family and friends, they often want to find an easy answer, a reason they can pin all their hopes upon, some way to rationalise or explain the hurt. But the truth is, it’s never easy. Never just one thing. 

When Lauren had helped their parents clean out Chris’s room a little while after he had gone, she had found a notebook of his. A story he hadn’t quite finished. She passed it on to me, said she thought he would have liked me to have it. I always loved his creative work. 

He was a prolific writer; he’d won many awards for his short stories and poems, and had been published several times, but I don’t think Lauren realised that to Chris, his words were not always fiction. There was a dark theme which undercut all of his work. Emotions he tried to explore and process as he wrote. I’d taken the book and thanked her, and left it on a shelf for weeks until I could bear to read it. It landed open on the floor one morning when I bumped into the bookshelf accidentally. I’d read what was on the page. 




There is a place between worlds. Between time. Not bound by the laws of the living and the energies therein. It is a Waiting Room. A holding cell. A place to go and visit but never stay. Where those still tethered by the threads of their existence, push through the thin veil woven between worlds, called briefly off the path of a pitiful Life to the realm of a welcoming Death. Despite what they’ve seen and the things they now know, most do not get to stay. Pushed back through the curtain, destined only to wait until their turn, they are locked in a fragile limbo until their name is called again. 




Chris had spoken of the Waiting Room, as he called it, many times. It was an experience we had both shared, yet separately and in very different circumstances. 

Mine came from a ridiculous and avoidable accident while blind drunk at a party. I had slipped on a discarded wet towel in the bathroom of a student flat, and cracked my head on the toilet cistern. It was hours before anyone realised that I wasn’t merely passed out from drinking too much alcohol. I was saved by an irate flatmate who had apparently tried to veto the party in the first place. She had dragged me angrily to my feet with the sole intention of throwing me out, but then saw the bloody gash on my forehead. She got me the medical care I needed. Much before that I had drifted in and out of consciousness many times, each time going back to the Waiting Room. 

I’d not thought about it in years, but I could still recall it clearly. It was not a frightening experience, in fact later I would be more unsettled at the realisation I had felt no fear at all. Knowing that had I been able to, I would have happily stayed.

I was not alone in the Waiting Room, and all those around me were calm and welcoming. I sat at a long table with many others who smiled and put their gentle hands upon me. A young woman offered me her hand, but I did not have time to take it before I was rushed back into my own body. 

The peacefulness and calm feeling had given way to sheer frustration as I became conscious again. Three times I went back. Three times I was dragged away. It was as if I could only ever be an observer, never allowed to linger. I had wanted so much to stay, to embrace the tranquility and comfort. The real world had often been harsh, and loud, and difficult for me, yet it seemed I could not fully turn my back on it. Not then. 	

I had found myself wondering what it would be like to return. If Chris was waiting there for me. I sometimes thought that if I could see him again, even if for just one last time, I would do whatever it took. Whatever else the Waiting Room had given me, it had taken away any fear of death. 

I don’t know how much time I spent thinking. It felt like I’d glitched, and time had slowed down, but I was pulled out of my reverie by the arrival of another message.

“I’m coming to Wellington for a couple of days. Do you fancy meeting up?” 

My initial reaction was to decline. I couldn’t seem to place her motives, why she was suddenly so keen to engage with me. I realised she hadn’t even told me what kind of cancer she was facing, if even any at all. Maybe she was just one of those ghouls who hung around in chatrooms and forums, getting off on the pain of others. 

Yet, I was drawn to her as well. In some odd way I felt like we were connected, not simply due to knowing Chris. We had spoken only very briefly online before, replying to each other’s comments, but I had never taken any time to find out who she really was. I suppose I had assumed that she was an old girlfriend or lover. In every picture I’d seen of them together, they had seemed very close, both physically and emotionally. Her always flashing a full and open smile, Chris with his usual half-smirk. She was always dressed head-to-toe in black and red, her short bob soft and shiny, her lips always painted with colour. Chris was her polar opposite, in white or blue or speckled grey, spiked hair unwashed and messy, a sprinkling of stubble on his chin. 

I’d seen similarities too, though. Their features were quite similar, and if I hadn’t known otherwise I might have thought she was a relative, a cousin perhaps. Their eyes were almost identical. I’d never been introduced to her at family parties; weddings, funerals or otherwise, and I had spent a great deal of time with Chris’s family. Almost more than with my own. Maybe this would be an interesting way of finding out more about her. What else did I have to do with my time? 

I tapped out a reply. 

“Sounds good. Wednesday maybe? There’s a lovely little place on the waterfront, not far from the beach. An old tugboat. The coffee is nice, and we can sit inside or out.” 

“Great! I know it. I’ll see you there at eleven?” 

It would require me being up and dressed and in the city relatively early for me, but I typed an affirmative and added a smiley face. 

“My mum is coming round,” I added, not wanting to get into another online conversation. “So I’ll see you on Wednesday. Have a great day.” 

She answered with a smiley face of her own and I closed the chat window. The picture of Chris and I still filled my screen. I saved it to my hard drive before closing the laptop again. It was a lovely picture.

When my mother arrived later we performed our usual awkward dance; she tried hard not to say anything that might upset me, but equally it was obvious she was still keen for me to go back to the doctors and the specialists, to try and buy myself more time. I knew when I passed she would be on her own. Dad had been gone for four years already, and she had still not fully adjusted. Losing me might be the end of her too. 

While some might call me selfish for adding to her pain, the truth is, we had never been close. It took my illness to bring us even slightly close together. My dad was the one I had always talked to, who I had always shared my secrets with. I felt the loss of him just as much as she did, if not more, but we had never been able to share that. It was complicated. 




I spent the next day mostly napping, sometimes watching trashy daytime television programmes. I doodled a little bit in a drawing pad, something I’d not done in quite a while. I’d always loved painting and sketching, finding peace through productivity. Before my illness, I’d spent countless hours outside in the bush or by the beach, immersing myself in the beauty of nature. I let my creativity flow over me and through me. Rocks and mountains and ocean waves appeared upon the paper. 

I was surprised, I thought I might have lost my talent, but the shapes came as easily as if I were sitting there amongst them, breathing in the coastal air. I fell asleep with my pencil in my hand. I dreamed of swimming in the sea. A bright, hot sun beat down on my pale skin, a kaleidoscope of shimmering colours reflected on the water. 




I awoke on Wednesday morning with an unusual amount of energy. I realised with surprise I was quite excited about meeting Freya, my mood very different to the previous days. I pulled on a comfortable sundress, wrapped a scarf around my close-cropped hair and added the makeup I had used the other day. Slip-on shoes with a daisy print completed the look. I regarded myself in the bathroom mirror. I looked so normal. Healthy even. It wasn’t just because of a pretty dress and cosmetics. My face looked pink not ashy, and less drawn than usual, the shadows underneath my eyes not so dark. Was this reflection even mine? I hardly recognised myself. 

At 10:40 a.m. my Uber driver messaged me to let me know he was waiting outside. I grabbed my handbag and went to the front door. A weird feeling of anxiety came over me. Not nerves, no, more an odd feeling of anticipation. As if I were about to make a very big decision. Embark on a journey or a path I’d not travelled on before, despite making it many times. I shrugged it off, told myself I was being stupid. I was just feeling wobbly at the thought of meeting a new person. I closed and locked the door. 




Freya was early and I was late, she had already found a table inside the café, looking out towards the waterfront. She stood up and greeted me with an awkward hug. I felt her hands on my shoulder blades and I winced. There was not much of me left to hold. 

“Hi! It’s so good to meet you at last,” she gushed. “I’ve ordered myself a coffee, but I didn’t know what you’d like.”

I waved my hand saying, “That’s fine. I don’t really drink coffee any more as it makes me feel a bit sick, but they do great smoothies here.” 

I walked to the counter, ordered myself a strawberry and mango drink, and the waitress gave me a number to take back to the table. 

I went back, sat down opposite Freya, and looked out across the harbour water. The bright sun sparkled on the blue of the water, dotted with tiny diamonds of light. 

“It’s pretty beautiful here,” Freya said, following my gaze. 

“Yeah. I really love it. Can’t imagine being anywhere else now.” 

 “Will you ever want to leave?”

I thought at first I must have misheard her. I floundered slightly. 

“Huh? No. Maybe. I thought about moving to Auckland for a while. But I guess I don’t have much choice now. And anyway, ‘you can’t beat Welly on a good day’ and all that, eh?” 

Her question had struck me as slightly odd, but I smiled at her as the waitress brought us our orders. I sipped my smoothie slowly, felt the cold, mushed fruit hit my empty stomach and made it cramp. I should have tried to eat something before I left the house. I felt nauseated despite avoiding caffeine. 

Freya mixed a spoonful of sugar into her cup and watched me intently. I felt a little unsettled.

“So, how come you’re in Wellington?” I asked her, eager to break her gaze.

“I’m here on business,” she said, but didn’t elaborate. 

“Okay. Great.” I sipped my drink again, feeling a little awkward. My excitement about our meeting seemed to have waned. 

“So, are you often here? Do you have to travel far or...?”

“I go all over. I’m pretty much always moving.” 

I went to ask her another question, but she got in first.

“So, how did you meet Chris?” 

So that’s what she wanted to talk about. Maybe she was as curious about my relationship with him as I was about hers. Maybe she really was an old girlfriend and she suspected I had been a secret lover on the side. 

“I met Chris when I moved here from the U.K.,” I told her. “He was one of the first friends I made, one of the few people who talked to me at school. All the girls in my class had been horrible to me, and I was sitting on my own in the yard. Chris just came up and said hello. That was it really.” 

She smiled. 

“That was Chris. Always there for those who needed him. Sacrificing himself.”

Another strange thing to say. 

“Umm, yeah. We were both part of a bigger group that ended up going to the same college and then the same university, so we all just drifted around together. He introduced me to climbing, I taught him how to knit.” Now it was my turn to smile. “He was crap at it, though. He always used to gain stitches instead of dropping them. I never knew how. 

“People always thought we were a couple, but we actually never were. We just got on really well. He understood me better than most other people. Always knew what to say when I was down. He made me laugh like no-one else ever could.”

Freya nodded, taking it all in. 

"He was my best friend. We lost touch for a little while, when I was with Patrick, my ex, but then we found each other again a couple of years ago. He hadn’t changed at all. We talked a lot about how our lives had gone. He said he was considering getting engaged. He was going to propose. I was surprised, I honestly never thought he would ever settle down, but he seemed to be absolutely head-over-heels in love with Sam.” 

I stopped, suddenly overcome with melancholy. Freya took a drink and locked her eyes with mine. She stared at me so intently it felt like she could somehow see inside me. For a moment it seemed like her whole eyes were completely black. My head felt strange; both pressured and hot. 

“You miss him, don’t you?”

My mouth opened and words came tumbling out, without me even thinking about them. Feelings that had previously been so difficult to process, let alone share. 

“Oh, God, I do. So much. It was so strange when he went. Like, his being here, he was so… large, you know? Not just physically, but in everything he did for people. He knitted us all together, we were the stitches he gained and never dropped. He made things make sense. 

“When I heard he had gone, when his sister told me, I thought it was impossible. Some kind of sick joke. No-one that kind, or important, or that special to so many people could just… leave. There would be a gaping hole left in the world without him. His heart was too big. I knew he was sick, I’d always known, but despite everything he went through, I thought, I always believed, that he would win. That maybe I could help him beat it.” 

I had to stop. I could feel a lump rising in my throat, heat in my eyes. I blinked and took a long drink, stared at the dark coffee rings staining the wood of the table. I didn’t know why I had told her all of that. I felt naked and raw, like she had stripped something out of me without my consent. I couldn’t look at her. I was afraid I would see those dark pools in her face where her eyes should be. That I hadn’t imagined them. 

“How about you?” I asked her, keeping my voice as steady as I could. 

“Oh, like you, I knew him for quite a long while, but mostly we kept in touch through writing and stuff. I didn’t get to see him very often.”

“I don’t remember meeting you. I’m surprised he didn’t introduce us the day you took the photo.”

“Chris didn’t ever introduce me to anyone. He was very ashamed of knowing me so intimately.”

I looked up in surprise. 

“Really? That doesn’t sound like him. I can’t imagine him being ashamed of any of his friends.”

“Well, our relationship was complicated. I don’t think most of his friends would have understood. He always tried to keep me away from people, especially those he was close to.”

I screwed up my face and frowned. What on earth was she talking about? Chris wasn’t like that at all.

“Okay. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to doubt you, but that really doesn’t sound like him.” 

The conversation felt off to me, this whole thing felt off. I didn’t feel comfortable any more. I needed to leave. I started looking for a way to make an exit without causing too much fuss.

She fixed her eyes on mine again, staring deeply and intently. No longer dark, now sparkling stars of green and brown swirled in pools of liquid amber. An ethereal map of unknown galaxies. They were beautiful, and also utterly terrifying.

“Chris knew who I really am, Lydia,” she said quietly. “I think, deep down, you do too.” 

She held me in her gaze and I felt smothered. My chest was tight and my body tense, each breath was hard to take. I was paralysed, my limbs like stone.

“I... I don’t know what you mean,” I whispered shakily. 

“Yes, you do. I know you’ve given up. That the cancer is eating you up inside. I know you’ve looked long and hard at your life and wondered why you ever bothered to fight it. I know you miss Chris, so much, so very much, and you want to go join and him. Wherever he is. You would follow him to the grave if it meant you could see him again, could talk to him one last time. 

“I know how you filled your pockets with rocks one night and walked out into the cold sea. You intended never to return, but you changed your mind at the last minute. You dragged yourself, soaked and shaking, back to the shore.” 

I gasped. No-one knew about that. I had never spoken of it, not to anyone.

“You’ve been to the Waiting Room,” she continued quietly. “I know that I don’t scare you. Not even slightly.”

I blinked. The world shifted. Suddenly, finally, I could see past the mask she was wearing. I saw her for who and what she really was. 

She had been with me since my drunken fall. Since I’d opened up my skull. 

She had been there when I lost my father, and my only child. 

She was there when I received my cancer diagnosis. 

All this time, she had been waiting for me, patiently and quietly. Waiting for me to give up. 

Anger rose up inside me before I even realised it, replacing any trace of fear. How dare she be here, sitting and drinking coffee, knowing the destruction she caused? The fear and the shame and the pain she brought. Conversing with me as if we were old friends. I hated her and everything she’d done. 

My rage empowered me; I felt stronger than I had in many years.

“Yes. I know exactly who you are,” I hissed quietly. My teeth clenched, my voice full of disdain. “I know what you do and what you take. I should have guessed.” 

“You don’t need to be angry with me, Lydia. I don’t make the choices. I’m just a chaperone. You only see what’s left behind. You don’t know how much I care for those who follow me and what I do to ease their passage. You all have to meet me eventually; why treat me as an enemy when I am here to guide?” 

“Stop pretending that you care! I don’t want any kindness from you! You fucked up my life, and Chris’s! I’m angry because I want to be angry, damn it! Of course you’re my enemy, what else can you be? My friend?”

I sneered at her then, but she just smiled.

“Yes. I can be, if you let me. You’re not afraid of me. Really and honestly not afraid. That changes things.” 

“Changes things, how?” The staff and other patrons in the cafe were all going about their business, ignoring us completely. Oblivious to our quarrel. It was as if we weren’t even there.

“You said you don’t want to leave,” she said quietly. “Do you mean that?”

I paused for a moment, unsure how to respond. 

“What are you asking me?”

“If you stay, will you make the most of the time you’ve been given? Will you let Chris go and make new memories, without him? Will you stop torturing yourself about not replying to his message that night; how you told yourself your text could wait until the morning? It was late. You were sick. There was always going to be another time?”

I felt the tears on my face, tried hard to blink them back. I thought I’d mourned enough. I didn’t want to cry in front of her.

“You couldn’t save him, you know. It wouldn’t have changed a thing. He reached out and you caught him, time and time again. But you can’t heal someone’s pain by taking it away from them. You can only be there for them when they need you. You can listen to them. Acknowledge them. See them when they want to be seen. You did that for Chris. You did enough.” 

She took a sip of her coffee and leaned back in her chair. Kept me locked in her stunning yet devastating gaze. 

“Grief will keep you in all kinds of prisons, if you let it. And yet it is, at its most simple, love. Two seemingly opposite emotions, yet both arrive in your life unexpectedly, and flip your world completely upside down. You grieve now because you loved him.” 

I scoffed loudly and shook my head in disbelief.

“Of course I loved him! I loved him and you took him! How can you talk like that when you stole him from me?”

“My presence is inevitable, Lydia. I don’t take anything. I am merely there at the end of all things. Your existence presents to you a multitude of pathways and many choices. Some of those you get to share with others, but most you have to walk alone. Your souls are not pennies you can keep in glass jars; you have to spend them to keep them free. To let yourselves grow. Whatever happens, whatever hardships you face, life continues on until you meet me. With you, or without you, life always goes on.” 

I put my hands over my face, I couldn’t stop myself. I felt my cheeks and palms grow damp. The sobs in my throat almost choked me. I wanted her to stop, but she continued. 

“Most people do not get to decide how and when they die, they only get to choose how well to live. I am here to offer you that choice. As your guide, and, yes, your friend. Because you came here and you faced me. You met my gaze and did not cower. Because you are not afraid of what comes next.”

Her words felt thick and heavy, they smothered me and enveloped me, and yet they also brought me calm. Death gave me comfort. She offered me peace.

“Don’t make this decision for anyone else, make it only for yourself. I can only tell you that you matter. That you are important, even if you do not ever see it, or realise how or why. The stones you cast on the waters of the world, they send out ripples all around you. Those ripples reach out and touch others in ways you can’t imagine, you cannot see. 

“You thought Chris was the glue who held you all together. Did you never stop to think it was you too?”




I struggled to breathe, to clear my throat. To push all my anger, my fear, and my denial, down deep into the darkest part of me. A hundred thoughts raced through my mind. 

Thoughts of my friends, of the secrets I had kept from them. The weight of them like great stones around my neck, dragging me and holding me down. Why had I never been honest?

Thoughts of my mother and how scared she was, how much she needed me. How much I needed her. She could never find the words to tell me, and I never went ahead and said them first. 

Of Chris; how I had loved him so utterly and fiercely, even though I knew he could not, and would not, ever love me back. How he was never really able to let himself love anyone properly. Not even Sam. Especially not himself. 

Of Eric; how he was always there for me. I should have gone to him, hugged him, laughed with him in person. I could have pulled him close and kissed him. If I had only bloody tried.

Finally, I thought of myself. Of all the things that Freya had told me. I was twenty-seven. Single. Childless and dying. I’d focused so blindly on the things that had gone wrong for me, the things I’d lost, I’d forgotten about all the things I’d had. I’d wasted so much of my time. There was so much more I could have done. 

“It is your choice, Lydia,” she whispered. “Only you can make it. Look into my eyes and tell me, honestly. You can come with me now, I’ll stay with you until the end. Or you can stay. Make yourself a new life. 

“Which do you want?”

As my head swam and my body shook, I spoke my final words to her.

“I want to live.”




I woke up alone on the golden sands next to Oriental Parade. I had absolutely no idea how I had got there. The sun blinked and shimmered on the gentle waves, and I looked out across the harbour to the sea. Freya was gone. I’d see her again, that much I knew. But not now. Perhaps not any time soon. We had made an agreement. There were promises to keep. 

My mobile beeped, alerting me to a message. A text from Eric. 

“Just checking in. How are you doing today?” 

How was I doing? I felt light. I felt happy. I felt well. I had so much more than I’d had yesterday. I had hope.

I smiled as I dialled his number. It was about time we talked together properly. 

The line connected. I heard his voice. It was a beautiful day.


The Things You See




January 17th




I went into the city with Mummy today. We walked for ages. We went all around a place called Lambton Quay and Mummy told me about the big earthquake that happened a really long time ago. Over one hundred and sixty years. The earthquake moved the earth so much that it lifted up some of the land and people had more space to build things in the city. 

We saw the remains of an old boat all the way down in the bottom of a big shopping mall. You could see the boat through the glass floor. Mummy said the shop was once a big bank and people had built the bank on top of the boat. She said it was a really special boat and couldn’t be moved. I thought it was a bit silly. The boat was all wrecked and broken up like a pile of old rubbish, but Mummy said it was important history. 

We walked to the big round building that Mummy said is called the Beehive, but no bees live inside it. She said it was full of fat cats and morons and people who have no idea what life is really like for people in New Zealand. 

But Mummy is wrong. I saw the bees in the Beehive and they scared me a lot. I tried to tell Mummy but she didn’t listen to me, and I got told off for shouting. She gave me one of my little pink tablets and I fell asleep on the way home. 




January 19th 




I can’t stop thinking about the bees. Mummy keeps telling me I’m being silly and imagining things, but I know I’m not. She says I am taking things too literally again and the Beehive is only called that because of the way the building looks. 

She told me that I need to concentrate on staying calm when we go out together or we won’t be able to keep going out. She said I can be difficult and embarrassing and then she started to cry again. I said I didn’t mean to be difficult or embarrassing, I just wanted to tell people what I saw. I don’t understand why they didn’t see it too. Mummy shook her head and told me to go and watch one of my cartoon DVDs so she could have some peace. 

Doctor Ames says that keeping this diary is good for me as it helps me process things, but I have to be really honest when I write in it. I swear that I am telling the truth about the bees, but I’m scared in case this is another thing that I can see that other people can’t. I need to convince Mummy to take me back to the Beehive again. 




January 23rd




It has taken me a few days of asking, and asking, and asking, but finally Mummy has agreed to take me back to the Beehive so we can do one of the free tours of the building. She said she will take me so I will shut up about it. She also said I have to be on my very best behaviour and not cause any kind of fuss. She didn’t want another situation like what happened at the hospital when I said I saw the girl with the sharp teeth. I did see her though, even if Mummy didn’t believe me. Just like I saw the ladies with the frilly hats and funny voices walking through the city. 

Doctor Ames says I have a very vivid imagination and I seek to personify my anxieties, whatever that means. She said the pink pills will make that stop, but I’m not sure if they have. I was never very good at knowing what was really real and what I just thought was real. Only Mummy seemed able to tell me that, and now I know for sure that she is wrong. 




January 25th




Mummy and I went to the Beehive and went on the tour of the Parliament building. We had to let the scary men at the door scan all our bags and our bodies, and Mummy made a silly joke, like she always does when she is nervous, although I don’t know why she was nervous. 

We had to leave our bags with the people who worked in the building, and I almost got upset about that because I don’t like anyone touching my stuff, and I really don’t like not having my things with me. Mummy said I could look after the special token that they gave us after taking our bags, so I knew no-one else could take mine by mistake. I wasn’t very happy about it, but I tried to pretend like I was. I knew she wouldn’t take us on the tour if I didn’t.    

The building looked very impressive, and very expensive. I liked the marble floors and all the pretty glass windows. There were lots of pictures on the walls and other things to see, but we didn’t get chance to see all of them up close. My favourite part was when we were allowed to use the funny old lift to get to the big chamber where all the government people sit. 

There was no-one in the chamber when we went on the tour though. I wanted to sit in the big chair at the top of the room, but I wasn’t allowed to do that. I couldn’t sit on the fancy one in the other room with the letters E and R written on it either, even though I said those were my initials and it should be my chair. The tour guide laughed, and so did some of the other people on the tour, but I knew it was fake laughter. They didn't laugh with their eyes. Mummy gave me one of her stern looks and I stopped talking. I remembered what she said about not causing a fuss. 

I really did try to enjoy myself on the tour. I knew if I looked like I was having fun, Mummy would be more likely to take me back again. We once went to the zoo seventeen times in a row because it was my most absolute favourite place for a while. I got to learn all the names of the staff and I knew where all the animals were by heart. I know Mummy didn’t really enjoy it as much as I did. She took her special flask with her; the one full of the stuff that looks like water but smells all funny. I drank some once. It tasted horrible and Mummy was really cross with me. 

I think Mummy actually did enjoy the tour. All the way home she kept talking about how much she adored the beautiful architecture and the amazing pieces of art. In fact, it was the most happy I had seen her in quite a while. All I could think about was how almost everyone who worked there seemed to be made of bees.   




January 30th




I asked Mummy if we could have a picnic in the gardens next to the Beehive this afternoon, because it was such a lovely day. I said we could sit on one of the benches underneath the pohutukawa trees. She said that was a lovely idea and gave me a kiss on my forehead, which she hardly ever does any more. 

She made sandwiches and packed fizzy pop and chips, and I put two red apples in the bag too. We got to the gardens some time after two o’clock because our bus was really late. Mummy was grumpy about that and didn’t speak to me much. Sometimes she does that. But it wasn’t my fault the bus was late, or that people stared at me when I got a bit angry about being hungry. Mummy made us get off the bus a few stops early and we walked to the gardens without talking. 

We sat on one of the benches like I had suggested, and eventually Mummy stopped being so cross. We started to play our usual games of ‘eye spy’ and making up stories about people who walked past us. We used to do that when I was really small. Before my brain got broken and I started to see the people who weren’t really there. 

I saw lots of the bee-people, going in and out of the Beehive, but I knew better than to mention it to Mummy. After a while, I noticed a strange man, watching me from the steps. He had long hair and a messy beard, and was wearing a dirty coat. He looked like one of the men who sit outside of shops begging people for money. He watched me as I watched the bee-people, and he watched the bee-people as they buzzed around the buildings. He made me feel a little nervous, and I tried hard not to stare at him, but I couldn’t help sneaking a look now and again. 

Mummy gave me a drink of pop, and when I looked up, I couldn’t see him any more. He frightened us both when he appeared from behind the pohutukawa tree, pointing a dirty finger right at me.

“You can see them, can’t you?” he said. His voice was all gruff and gravelly, like how Mummy sounds like when she has been smoking too many cigarettes. I’m not supposed to know about the cigarettes, but I always know because she smells funny when she comes in from being out in the garden. 

Mummy jumped up and stood in front of me. She made herself into a human barrier between me and him. She told him very loudly and sternly to go away. I couldn’t see, but I knew she would be giving him one of her scary looks. The man didn’t go away though. He just kept staring at me and repeating the same question over and over.

“You can see them, can’t you? You can see them too! You can see them?” 

Mummy stood between us and stretched out her hands in front of her to keep him well away from me. She told him to piss off. He got more cross and raised his voice even more.

“They’re parasites! Invaders! We need to get rid of the whole bloody colony!” 

While he was shouting, two other men came towards us, both of them wearing smart suits. They took one arm each and started to lead him away. He struggled and yelled and shouted all sorts of rude and naughty words which I know I am not supposed to say, but sometimes I do when I get really cross, and so does Mummy. I didn’t say a word just then, though. Both of the men were made of bees.  




February 3rd




Mummy won’t talk to me about the man in the Parliament gardens. After he was led away she said something about him obviously being very ill, and then passed me another sandwich. I knew better than to push the subject. But I thought a lot about what he had said. 

Mummy doesn’t know because I hide it from her, but before Daddy left, he gave me a mobile phone so I could message him whenever I needed to. He hardly ever replies any more, but I still text him when I can. Last time he contacted me he told me he has to stay hidden. To avoid being watched by the bad men. I’ve had three birthdays since he left. I miss him a lot.

When he gave me the phone, he showed me how to use something he called the “indernet”. He said he and his friends would always make sure it was connected. He said I had to keep it a secret from Mummy or she would try to take it away, because she didn't want us keeping in touch. I’ve kept it hidden for almost a year now. I am very good at keeping secrets if I try. 

I went onto the indernet last night when Mummy had one of her naps, like she does after she drinks too much funny water. I logged into one of the special places which Mummy doesn’t know I know about. Daddy showed me, not long after my brain got broken. He told me that sometimes his brain was broken too, and so were a lot of other people’s. They got together secretly in the indernet place, and talked about the things they’d seen. Things they couldn’t talk about with anyone else.

He always said people would try to take him away if they knew. He was right. They did try. He always told me that it wasn’t my fault he had to go into hiding, but sometimes I think maybe it was. I don’t think I should have told Doctor Ames the truth about the things Daddy told me. It changed things.

I did some searching in the group, but I found no mention of what I was looking for. The indernet was full of weird stories: shape-shifters; wētā witches; even of people infected with a zombie-like fungus usually found in ants, but nothing of bees or bee-people.

One thing I did find was a short discussion about the Plimmer’s Ark, the wrecked boat buried underneath the old bank. The post said the boat was originally named the Inconstant. It said that some people had talked of seeing a massive swarm of bees abandoning the boat when it ran aground on Pencarrow Heads. They said the swarm seemed to move in the shape of a giant man as it took into the air. The shape grew so big it made the land go dark, as the insects blocked out the sun. 

The men who ran the city at the time, had said the reports were nothing but fiction and lies. Tall tales made up to try and scare people away from settling in the city. They said the Inconstant had carried immigrants from London to Australia, and was simply sailing back home with a cargo of animal skins and tea.

The story of the bee-man made me curious. I knew from both Daddy and Mummy that the ‘truth’ was always what the powerful people wanted it to be. It wasn’t always the real truth. Just like I knew what I saw, even when everyone else had tried to tell me I was lying. It was them who lied to me. 

 I had to put the phone away when Mummy woke up, so I couldn’t search the indernet any more. But I think the strange man was right. I need to try and get rid of the bees.




February 8th




I know Mummy doesn’t want to go back to the Beehive again, and I don’t think I will be able to convince her, but that’s okay, I can wait. I have a plan. Daddy’s sister, Aunty Carol, is coming to Wellington next week and I know she will want to take me out somewhere. Mummy never says no. 

Sometimes I wonder why she doesn’t just let me go and live with Aunty Carol instead, but she says Daddy’s family is full of freaks and weirdos, and she won’t let them take me away from her, even if I am also a weirdo most of the time. I try not to let it get to me, I know she doesn’t really mean it. When Daddy stopped taking his little pink pills, things got really hard for everybody. Mummy even had to start taking some pills of her own. She doesn’t talk about it but I found them once. I don’t even think she knows I know. 

When Aunty Carol comes, I will ask her to take me to Parliament again. I will ask her to take me on the tour. I did some searching on the indernet and I have swapped the contents of an empty water bottle with a bottle of white vinegar I found at the back of the kitchen cupboards. The indernet told me vinegar can be used to kill bees. I think I can smuggle that into my backpack. I know I probably won’t get many, but if it works, maybe I can at least show people what they don’t seem to be able to see. Their government has been compromised, just like Daddy always believed.




February 15th




I made a very big mistake. 

Aunty Carol came and we went to the Parliament gardens, but we got there too late and the tour we intended to join was fully booked. Aunty Carol didn’t want to wait; she said we should go and get a coffee and go back. I tried to convince her to sit on the steps with me for a while, but it was raining a little bit and she said we would get wet and cold. 

I got upset and started to shout, but she hugged me and stroked my hair until I calmed down. I stopped feeling cross and agreed to return later on, but as we were walking towards the gate, I saw two bee-people coming towards us. I had seen them before. I knew they both worked in the Beehive. 

I panicked. 

I grabbed my not-water bottle out of my backpack and unscrewed the lid. The bee-people got closer, and just as they were about to pass us, I threw as much of the vinegar over them as I could. The bee-person closest to me started to yell and all their skin went funny. They fell to the floor, screaming, and the bees began to separate. 

Some flew off up into the air, others stayed on the grass. They looked like they were trying to join together, to make the shape of a man. The other bee-person stared directly at me, and a scary buzzing sound filled my ears. Aunty Carol knocked the not-water bottle out of my hands and grabbed my arms. I knew she was saying something to me, but I couldn’t hear the words. The buzzing filled my head completely. 

The first bee-person seemed to be trying to reassemble itself. The bees that had initially flown away were rejoining the others. The other bee-person helped them up from the floor. I felt strong hands grab me from behind, not the hands of my Aunty Carol. Loud voices shouted at me, but they were still muted by the terrible buzzing. My backpack was dragged from my shoulders and one of my arms was forced backwards and held in a painful position. I was pushed and shoved towards the Beehive, my Aunty Carol by my side held in the same way.

We got taken to the police station. We spent the whole afternoon and most of the evening there. They took my Aunty Carol away. I didn’t see her again. 

Lots of people came and spoke to me. Some of them were normal; some of them were bees. I wouldn’t answer any of their questions, I remembered what Daddy always used to tell me. “Trust no-one. Say nothing. Don’t tell the bastards anything they can use against you.” I’m not completely sure what they were asking me. I couldn't hear them properly for the loud buzzing in my head.		

Mummy came to collect me, along with Doctor Ames. The Doctor had to tell them lots of things about me, about how I often saw things that weren’t there. She said I got confused and needed medication. I was just a very sick seventeen year old boy. I had no political motivation, she said, and my actions were definitely not an act of attempted terrorism. I didn’t say anything at all. I knew it was better that way. Anyway, the constant buzz made it hurt to talk. 

They let me go home eventually. Mummy shouted at me for a very long time, and then locked me in my room. A bee fell out of my ear not too long ago. Another one came out of my nose. My skin feels like it’s tickling me. I want to peel it off. 

I don’t think I will be able to write here any more. I know I’ve failed. I wish I’d told Mummy how sorry I am. I know I made things hard for everyone. I know it was my fault Daddy left. I didn’t want to be like this, but I can’t hide from the things I see. 

There are bees on the glass of my bedroom window. So many, they are blocking out the light. 

My head hurts. 

I don’t think it will be long before the hive gets in.


Mongrel




“Are humans classed as red or white meat?”

“What?”

“Are humans...”

“No, I heard what you said, I’m just disturbed by the content.”

“It’s a perfectly reasonable question.”

“Yeah. For a cannibal, maybe. Or a serial killer. Should I be concerned?”

“Ha! Hahaha. Idiot.”

“Oh, I’m the idiot? I’m not the one asking psychotic questions. Why do you want to know anyway?”

“Dunno. Just curious. Don’t look at me like that. Okay. Fine. I bit my cheek accidentally and I just wondered, okay?”

“Right.” 

“What?”

“You’re so weird.”

“I know, that’s why you love me, babe.” 

“Whatever.” 

“Do you want to watch something?”

“Nah. I’m good with my book.”

“Okay. Hmmm. Today is a Good Day to Die. So, a little light bedtime reading?”

“It’s interesting. The title isn’t really that relevant to the story.”

“I hate it when they do that. I don’t get it.”

“It’s just... I don’t know, it’s just a title. It’s a good book.”

“Fair enough. Fancy a cuppa?”

“If you’re making one. Peppermint tea, please.” 

“We’re going to need to go to the shop soon. I think that’s the last of the peppermint. I’ll go tomorrow after work if you want?” 

“That’d be good. Can you get me some ginger beer, and some strawberry liquorice? I’m craving everything at the moment.”

“I can do that.” 

“Oh, and those nice biscuits we liked, the ones with the chocolate bits in.”

“The ones I never got to try because you ate them all?”

“Maybe...”

“Ha! Okay. Write me a list or something.”

“Will do. I was thinking, do you fancy going down to Brooklyn to the cinema tomorrow? We could take your sister along too. It might be the last time we all get out together before... you know?”

“Maybe. Can I see how I feel after work?”

“Yeah. No worries. Have you seen her this evening by the way? Is ‘Stalker Steve’ still bothering her?”

“She’s not mentioned him. I think he might have finally given up.”

“I hope so. I can’t believe he actually bit her, eh? What a weirdo.” 

“I know, right? Bloody mongrel. I saw her earlier on. She said she was gonna meet up with some people. Some sort of hippy tribal drumming group on the beach, I think. She probably won’t be back until late. I left her the spare key to get in.”

“Oh, good! I’m glad she’s getting out. She needs it. Anyway... you watch something if you want. I’ve got my book.” 

“Alright. I’ll catch up with my zombie programme, I reckon. If that’s alright with you?”

“Mmmm. Yeah. No probs.”

“Sweet. I know you don’t always like the gory stuff. Especially at the moment. I’ll just… Oh, hey! Did you hear something just then?”

“What?”

“A noise. Outside.”

“In the garden?”

“I’m not sure. Sounded like a knock on the door.”

“Really?”

“Listen... yeah, I’m pretty sure I heard something.”

“Have a look out of the window.”

“I can’t see anyone. Hold on. Yeah, that was definitely a knock.”

“Is it your sister?”

“I don’t think so, I gave her a key. Unless she’s forgotten it again.”

“Don’t answer it. Just ignore it. I’m not opening the door to strangers this late.”

“Could be cops?” 

“Why would the police be knocking on our door at 11 o’clock at night? What have you been up to?”

“Hey! That’s a bit harsh! I don’t know. They could be.”

“Look, can you see anyone out there or not?”

“No. Nothing.”

“Maybe you imagined it?”

“Mmmm. Maybe.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m not worrying. I’m fine... I’m… Oh! Come on, you must have heard that?”

“What now?”

“That noise. In the kitchen.”

“It’s probably just the fridge. Or the wind.”

“No, I don’t think it was the wind.”

“You’re so jumpy tonight. Maybe watching zombie programmes isn’t such a great idea after all, eh?”

“I know I heard something. Just... shush a minute.”

“What?”

“Shhh. Listen. Can you hear that? Like, snuffling or something?”

“Snuffling? What are you on..? Oh! Oh, yeah. I can hear it now. Shit! What do we do?”

“I’m not sure... just stay quiet. It’s in the kitchen.” 

“Do you think someone’s broken in? Or an animal or something?”

“Shhh... wait... wait a minute. Whatever it is, it sounds like it’s by the back door. If that’s how it got in, maybe it’ll go out the same way.”

“What if it doesn’t? Should we try and get out the front?”

“Maybe. Actually... Yeah, come on. Let’s do that. Quietly... No. No. Stop. I can hear it moving. It’s heading for the hallway.”

“Oh, God. Oh, shit. Right...”

“What are you doing with the newspaper?”

“Making a weapon!”

“No, leave it. That won’t help. I can hear it in the hall. I’m gonna sneak into the kitchen and grab a knife or something. Stay here.”

“No bloody way! You’re not leaving me! I’m coming with you.”

“Fine. Stay quiet. Shhh... yeah... it’s gone down the hall. Come on.”

“Just go!”

“Wait. We can make a run for the back door.”

“Run? You’re joking aren’t you? I’m the size of a bloody planet right now! Have you got your keys?”

“Shit. No. You?”

“They’re in the bedroom. Where is it? Can you still hear it?”

“I’m not sure. I... Oh... Oh... Fuck! It’s behind the door! It’s behind the door! Move! Oh, Christ Almighty, what the .?!”

“Oh my God! What is that?”

“Fuck off! Ow! Get off me!”

“Hit it!” 

“I am bloody hitting it! Shut the door!”

“I can’t! Its arse is in the way. Ow! Shit!”

“Get the... Fucking... Just piss off!”

“Here, use this!”

“You bastard! Fuck off! Get out of here! You ugly fucking...! Oh… Okay… I think I got it.”

“Oh, it stinks!”

“Is it dead? Did I kill it?”

“Well... It’s not moving. Eugh. That reeks. Can you smell that? What is it?”

“I don’t know, some kind of... animal? A dog maybe? I don’t know. We need to get it out of the house.”

“Definitely. Are you sure it’s dead?”

“No, I’m not sure; but it’s got a bloody kitchen knife stuck in its bloody head, so I’m guessing it’s bloody likely!”

“Alright, alright! Let me get my keys and we’ll chuck it in the garden, yeah?”

“Okay, hurry up. It’s getting blood all over the new carpet.”

“Hang on. Right, let me come past you and open the door.”

“Okay. Now grab a leg each?”

“Yeah. Okay, just slide it. Fucking hell, it’s heavy!”

“Be careful, maybe you should just let me do this.”

“Don’t be daft. It’s just a dog.”

“Bloody big dog. How did it even get in? Did you maybe leave the garage door open?” 

“Oh yeah, great, accuse me of letting it in.”

“I didn't say that, I was just saying that’s how it could have got in. You’ve been a bit forgetful lately, that’s all. Sorry, babe.”

“I have hormones! God. Whatever.”

“Just keep pulling the bloody thing, will you? I want it out.”

“Where are we putting it?”

“Ummm... round the side, near the shed?”

“Why not down the bottom by the compost heap?”

“We can’t carry this thing all the way down the garden.”

“I just don’t want it by the house, that’s all. It smells foul. You know my sense of smell is really strong at the moment.”

“Eugh. Fine. Keep pulling.” 

“To the compost heap?”

“Yes! To the compost heap. I’ll deal with it in the morning. I’ll call Animal Control or the council or something.”

“It’s so massive. Shit. I’ve honestly never seen a dog so big.”

“I know. Me neither. Can you get it round that bush?”

“Yeah, nah. Hang on... Okay, shall we try lifting it?”

“Let’s just leave it. You shouldn’t be lifting anything at the moment. It’s dead, it’s not going anywhere.” 

“Okay. Just leave it. Oh, you’re bleeding, are you okay?”

“I’m fine, just a little scratch or something. She’ll be right. You?”

“Yeah. Same. I’ll put some Savlon on it. Could’ve been a lot worse, eh? The teeth on it.” 

“I know, right? Thank God we managed to get rid of it. I mean... Bloody hell! I was not expecting that this evening!”

“A story to tell your sister in the morning, eh? Probably a good job she went out tonight.”

“Too right. Hey, I love you, babe.”

“I love you too. Oh, wow. Look at that. That’s beautiful.”

“Oh, yeah! I didn’t realise it was a full moon tonight.”


Blood Bonds




He hurtled down the gravel track on his bicycle, spewing tiny stones and mud-flecks in his wake. The tyres slipped and skidded as he picked up speed. He put his foot to the floor as he turned the corner. 

“Get him! Don’t lose him!”

The skinny kid on the red bike up ahead was getting further and further away from him. 

Lewis felt the muscles in his thighs and backside scream at him as he pumped the  pedals harder. His lungs felt like they were on fire. 

Oliver came up close behind him, shouting as he passed. 

“You’re fucking slow! Your Nana could go faster than you!” 

“Fuck off, Oli!” he yelled back, but he could hardly catch his breath any more. His chest was thumping, his head dizzy. He had to stop. 

He pulled the brakes on the bike and slid to a halt, pulling his backpack off his shoulders as he did so. He reached into the front pocket, took out his blue inhaler and took a puff. It didn’t take long before the Ventolin began to work its magic and make him feel a little better. Oliver and Jack were well ahead of him now. Only Adam was left behind. 

The boy stopped, nodded and asked, “Alright?” 

“Yeah, nah. Fucking asthma, eh?” 

“Yeah. Stinks,” Adam replied, and slapped him playfully on the shoulders. 

He shoved the inhaler into the back pocket of his shorts and put his foot back on the bike pedal, ready to push off.  He could hear the other boys shouting something back at him from way ahead, but the noise of the sea by the track drowned out their words. It was probably just swearing and piss-taking anyway. 

He rode with Adam, slower and more carefully than before, until they caught up with the other two. They had ditched their bikes and were climbing on the jagged red rocks by the edge of the water. 

“Seen any seals?” he asked them, as he ditched his own bike. 

“One right there. Fucking slow, fat one,” Jack laughed, pointing right at him. He replied simply with an extended middle finger. He knew he wasn’t exactly slim, but pretty much everyone was fat compared to Jack. He was built like a bloody cabbage tree — tall, lanky, with a massive shock of thick ginger hair plonked on the top of his head. 

“Wrong time of year for seals,” Adam said, to none of them in particular. He was the only one who hadn’t hurled his bike to the ground; instead he had propped it carefully against the rocks. He was the youngest of the group, but always the most sensible.

Adam took a metal water bottle out his bag and took a large swig before offering it to Lewis. The coldness of it almost triggered another asthma attack.

Oliver had taken his top off, exposing his strong, lean body to the elements. Lewis tried hard not to stare, he always felt awkward and strangely fuzzy around his private parts when he did, but he couldn’t help it. Oliver had always fascinated him. He had known him since they had both started at the same kindy, and he had idolised him almost immediately. At fifteen, Oliver looked just like his father, and had grown almost a head taller than him already. The others still looked like kids compared to him, yet Lewis was the eldest of them all by three months. He felt small and incomplete next to Oliver; unhappy with his soft, round stomach and pale, baby face.

He removed his glasses and cleaned the lenses with the hem of his T-shirt. It was a nervous habit, he knew, one he did almost unconsciously, whenever he wanted to try to avoid thinking about something. It never really worked.

He had experienced a very different childhood to the others, unable to do the physical things they did. He had always been too sick and weak to go out and run, or to swim all day in the ocean. It was only in the past year or so that his mum had let him go out more, now that his health was mostly better. 

In the past, Oliver had always made time for him. He had always been there. He’d been there when his body was so weak he could hardly sit up straight in bed. When he needed a machine to help him breathe because his lungs wouldn’t work like they were supposed to. When he had skipped school for weeks at a time because he was too ill to go, Oliver had brought him his class notes so he wouldn’t fall behind. They had spent hours together; talking about comic books, inventing superheroes, and playing with action figures. He thought they would be friends forever. 

And then Jack arrived. 

Lately, Lewis only ever saw Oli if he tagged along with Jack and Adam. He wondered if he had ever spoken about him with others; if he had ever been the subject of conversation, maybe even ridicule. He wondered, worried even, if Oliver ever regretted all the time he’d spent with him. 

He stopped cleaning his glasses, and put them back on.

“So, are we still climbing?” Lewis asked, watching Oliver and Jack jostle with each other on the rocks. He tried hard to ignore that jealous feeling he always had when Oliver seemed to be having more fun with someone else. The feeling that he was losing him. That maybe he was already lost. It didn’t help that he didn’t like Jack that much, and Jack quite clearly didn’t like him. He couldn’t understand what Oliver saw in him, why he wanted to spend his time with someone so crass and loud and mean.

Their plan had been to head out past Owhiro Bay and scale Fly Rock, a popular free-climbing spot. Lewis had been nervous about the idea. He had never climbed before, not even on the brightly coloured walls he had seen in playgrounds when he was a kid, but he hadn’t wanted to miss out. He worried that if he said no too often, Oliver would stop asking him. He didn’t think he could bear that happening. 

The other boys acted as if they hadn’t heard him. Maybe they hadn’t, but he felt too self-conscious to ask again. Adam had joined them on the rocks, eating trail mix from a Tupperware box. How come he could get away with doing something like that, Lewis wondered. When he did it, he got the piss taken out of him for weeks for tucking into something healthy. 

He scrambled over the crags to join the others. 

Oliver and Jack were talking about girls again, specifically Jenny, a girl in their History class. He tried to pretend he wasn’t listening, that he wasn’t secretly repulsed by what they said. It wasn’t even so much the words they used, but more how graphic they could be. He wondered if girls really did look like how Jack described them ‘down there’, if they did even half the things he claimed they did with him. He had little doubt there was at least some truth to the stories, Jack had gone out with multiple girls since he was nine years old. Lewis hadn’t even held hands with anyone who wasn’t a member of his immediate family. 

Adam offered him a peanut and he recoiled, moving his whole body sideways away from the offending snack. Adam raised his eyebrows at him, questioning.

“I can’t eat them,” he explained. “Allergies.” 

Adam nodded and popped the nut in his mouth. 

“Sorry. Didn’t know. Raisin?” Lewis grimaced. 

“Nah. Best not. Not if they’ve been near the nuts. Cheers anyway.” 

Adam continued eating. Oliver and Jack had gone down to the the water now. It wasn’t really safe to swim off this part, but he knew that wouldn’t stop them. The element of danger would only make it even more appealing. 

He felt like the odd one out again. Wondered for the millionth time why they bothered to ask him along and why he ever bothered to go. Maybe his mum was right and he needed some new friends. Friends who didn’t call him a stupid egg when he said he was interested in playing ‘Dungeons & Dragons’. Who would help him when his bike tyre suffered a puncture 5 K’s from home, instead of laughing and riding away. Who wouldn’t judge his taste in music, or insult his hairstyle, or the clothes he chose to wear. 

They made him feel like he didn’t fit in, like he would never fit in. But he had never been very good at making or keeping friends, and sometimes it was just easier to stick with what you knew. Even if, deep down, you knew it wasn’t right.  

Adam dragged him out of his own thoughts.

“Did you hear about the kid who went missing out here the other week?”

“Another one? What happened this time, fall into the water?”

“No-one knows. Some little kid out with his older sister and her friends. Just disappeared.”

“You reckon they did something to him?”

“No idea. I overheard my Ma talking about it with her sewing group. The sister said she only turned her back for a minute. Kid vanished into thin air. A whole load of people went out trying to find him, but no luck.”

“Bloody hell.” 

“Yeah.”

They both fell silent for a moment, thinking. Children and dogs went missing all the time out here. Usually they just ran off and got lost and were found later that day, but every so often one would disappear completely. Never to be seen again. 

It made you wonder. 

“Maybe he’s been abducted by aliens, eh?” Lewis suggested. 

They stared at each other in awkward silence, before finally bursting into laughter. Adam clapped him on the shoulder. 

“Yeah, bro. Aliens!” He chuckled quietly, and popped another nut into his mouth.

Lewis felt the familiar flush of embarrassment creep up the front of his neck. His cheeks began to burn. He turned away from the other boy. What an idiot! What on earth had possessed him to say such a stupid thing? He was lucky Jack hadn’t heard. That would have given him something else to ridicule him for. 

He opened his backpack and looked inside; found a plastic bottle of water and a more than half-melted marshmallow Pinky bar. His mother didn’t approve of him eating those kinds of things, tried to keep him on an organic and macrobiotic diet. She said it would help with his allergies and intolerances, but all it really seemed to do was make him fart. She could never understand why his eczema often flared up, his sinuses blocked, or why he never lost any weight. He would never admit that when out of her sight, he would gorge himself on all of the things she tried to keep from him. Now he was finally allowed out on his own, he could make many secret trips to the dairy to stock up on forbidden lollies.   

He sat down on the rocks next to Adam, feeling the sharp edges stab into his backside. Oliver and Jack came over to join them, and Jack grabbed at his backpack with a nasty laugh. Lewis started to protest, but tailed off quickly. There was no point making a fuss, it would just make Jack be even more of a dick to him. He ripped open the drawstring and rummaged around inside the bag. Lewis knew it was always best to let him get on with it, deal with the mess he made afterwards. He hid the Pinky bar behind his back.

“You got any sammies?”  

“Yeah.”

“Not shitty rabbit food ones again?”

“Maybe.”

“Fuckssake. How do you ever get to be the size of you if don’t ever eat any proper food?” 

He searched in the bag again and found an unopened packet of salt and vinegar chips.  

“Ah. Sweet.” Jack ripped open the plastic bag and shoved a handful in his mouth. He grinned, mouth wide, showing shards of the potato sticks as if they were vampire teeth. 

Lewis laughed, but only because the others did. He had been saving those.

Jack tossed the bag back, and Lewis shoved the chocolate bar to the bottom before the other boy could see. Maybe he could save that, at least. He felt into the side pocket for an apple which he knew would be there. Jack never took the healthy stuff. The ‘rabbit food’. He took a bite, and tried to enjoy it. It was soft and floury and he hated it, but he didn’t want to throw it away. If he ate the sandwiches now, Jack would probably start up with the insults again, and he didn’t think he had the energy to deal with that. He chewed pieces of the apple slowly, fantasising about shoving one whole down Jack’s throat. 

Oliver reached into his own bag and pulled out a packet of Dunhills and a lighter.

“You want a smoke?” he asked Jack. The boy nodded and he tossed him a cigarette.

“Ads?” 

“Yeah, nah. Ma’ll slap me if I go back reeking of it again.”

Oliver shrugged. 

“Lew?” 

Lewis paused, aware that Jack was watching him with interest. Adam had declined and it was no big deal, but he probably wouldn’t get away with it. Yet another thing Jack could take the piss out of him for. On the other hand, his mum would probably kill him if she knew he had been smoking again. 

The first time he had smoked was when Oliver had just turned thirteen. They’d both been awkward, and he hadn’t even properly inhaled, but his mum had found out and she’d had a good many words to say to him about it. She had made him feel guilty, and dirty, and disappointed in himself. It was an utterly stupid thing to do, especially with his asthma. 

Oliver held out the Dunhill towards him, all he had to do was take it. He watched Jack light his, inhale deeply, and blow a thick plume of smoke in his direction. To hell with it, if his mother noticed, he’d just have to come up with some excuse. He couldn’t let himself look weak. Not in front of Jack. 

He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, reached out, and took the cigarette. Oliver held the flame of the lighter to the end for him. He sucked gently, trying to make sure it was properly lit. He knew that if he inhaled too hard he would cough. There was no way he was going to cough in front of everyone. He held the smoke in his mouth, trying to be as casual as he could, before blowing it slowly away. He was aware of Jack watching him; the boy’s lip curled for a fraction of a second, and his eyes narrowed, before he turned his attention back to Oliver. 

“Where’d you get these?”

“Swiped them from my dad,” Oliver grinned. “He never knows how many he has anyway. He’ll probably just think my mum took them.”

Oliver lived with his overworked father, harried mother and three younger sisters, in what was really only a two bedroom house, a few streets over from Lewis. His dad had hung a large curtain to section off a space in the front room for him, but privacy and peace and quiet were still an issue. He slept with earplugs in every night. His baby sister was only nine months old, and he spent as little time at home as he could get away with. Whenever his mother wasn’t expecting him to help around the house and do chores. Until Jack came along, Oliver had spent most of his time at Lewis’s house. Now it was hardly ever. 

Lewis shifted his weight on the rocks and winced as his hand caught on something sharp. A thin, red line of blood swelled on his palm. He licked the skin, tasting copper, and wiped it dry on his shorts. He started to shake slightly, and felt the colour start to drain out of his face. He took deep calming breaths, telling himself to stay conscious. He had always hated the sight of blood, hated how it made him feel weak and out of control. If his mother were here she would have had some disinfectant and probably some Elastoplast. She would be reminding him of the dangers of tetanus and septicaemia, fussing over him and patching up his wound. She always fussed so much.

He was almost halfway done with the Dunhill when he felt a strange vibration underneath him. He dropped the cigarette and leapt to his feet, shouting.

“Bloody hell! Earthquake!” 

The other boys simply stared at him, clearly confused.

“What the fuck?” Oliver asked. 

“Didn’t you feel it?” 

“What?”

“The rocks. They moved. Just now.”

“You shouldn’t joke about that,” Adam said quietly. 

“Shut up, you dick,” Jack jeered, flicking his cigarette butt at him. The end still flared red and hot. He dodged to one side and heard it fizzle as it hit the water behind him. He glared at Jack before turning back to the other two boys. 

“Did you really not feel it, any of you?” 

Oliver scoffed and Adam gave him a long look that may have been bemusement, or quiet disapproval. He sat back down awkwardly on the rocks. He could still feel the movement.

“Seriously! The rocks are vibrating. Put your hands on them.” He placed his hand on the edge, felt a deep, steady thrum.

The others moved towards him, did the same.

“Just give it a minute. Honestly...” 

He could see it in their faces. They felt nothing.

“Yeah, nah.”	

“Not cool, Lew.”

“Get fucked, mate.” 

He was confused. He could still feel it strumming beneath his touch. The other boys walked away. Jack gave him a hard shove with his shoulder as he passed him, a nasty sneer on his freckled face. 

Despite his initial fears, it clearly wasn’t the beginning of an earthquake, and only this particular spot seemed to be moving. The rock he had cut his hand on. He looked closer. The side of the stone was etched with strange carvings. There were letters and shapes in what he guessed were maybe some kind of language, but not one he recognised. Nothing he had ever seen or learned about in school. He thought of calling the others back, to show them what he had found, but they had disappeared down to the edge of the sea and were skimming pebbles on the surface of the water. He doubted that they would want to listen to him anyway. 

The marks made him curious. Most likely someone had been messing about and defacing the rocks. Nothing more than a graffiti tag, just made with a blade, not a spray-can of paint. Yet it looked more complex than that, as if someone had put some real thought into the design. Whenever he tried to look too close, the shapes themselves seemed to move and change, like serpents writhing inside the rock. He looked down the track, his eyes resting on the two large points that sliced through the headland. Locals called it Devil’s Gate but he had never known why. Was the name important?

Behind him, he heard Jack and Oliver laughing together, and a fresh rush of jealousy overcame him. A dark image entered his mind, of Jack losing his footing, slipping and falling, and cracking his head open on the rocks. A pool of  blood oozing from the rocks to the sea, Jack’s face bashed in, his body crumpled. It was a vivid, violent thought, which made him feel quite sick and shaky. He shook his head hoping to dispel it, shocked by his own imagination. He didn’t want that really, did he? Maybe he did. He knew he wouldn’t be upset in the slightest if Jack were the next to be added to the list of the missing or disappeared. 

He stood for a moment, unaware that his palm was still clamped to the rock. He was staring out at the wild waves that lashed at the shore, feeling the wind rifle through his hair, when he realised his vision was blurred. He blinked, thinking it was simply sea-spray settling on the lenses of his glasses, altering what he saw. The water flickered and wavered, bright lines of light flashed and jumped across the swell. Blue became red became blue once more as the water surged and churned. 

He felt suddenly weak and light-headed, like he might faint, then almost immediately the feeling changed, and he felt powerful and mighty. The air around the rocks seemed oddly thick. A bright ring of fog encircled him, pulling him into a vast, swirling pool of vapour. It reminded him of when he was very small, when he used to spend ages watching the bath water after the plug was pulled. Following the movement with his eyes as it was sucked quickly down the drain. 

The spinning slowed, the lights faded. He was left standing behind a thin wall of silver mist. His hand was stuck, glued tight to the rock. He tried in vain to pull it away. He was cold. He was hot. He was weightless. He felt sick. He couldn’t seem to settle on an emotion. As he watched, he saw a thick line of blood trickle from beneath his palm. It curled and twisted across the edges of the rock, receding to a pinprick sized drop as it was absorbed into the stone, as if sucked in by an invisible mouth. He tried to yell, but no sound came out and he started to panic. He could feel his airways growing tight, each breath a difficult wheeze. A hot, thick feeling came over him, like being smothered with a heavy blanket. 

He reached in his pocket for his inhaler, struggling to remove the cap with only one free hand. The cap fell, bounced on the rock, and vanished. It did not merely fall out of sight beneath the stone or down into the sea, but literally disappeared. It was as if it had been sucked out of existence, or had simply ceased to be. 

He didn’t have time to think too hard about it, he needed his Ventolin, and fast. He put the blue plastic mouthpiece to his lips and pumped the reliever. One puff. Two. The medicine made him lightheaded and his vision swam again, but at least he didn’t feel so breathless. 

Slowly, he reached down and picked up a piece of shell from the amongst the gravel. He tossed it in the direction of the haze. Like the cap of his inhaler, it too vanished. He gasped. He tried again, this time with a piece of stone. It also disappeared. 

What was happening here? Was it something he had he done?

He had learned in Geography class that the red rocks were formed two hundred million years ago by undersea volcanic eruptions. Their distinctive red colour was due to small trace amounts of iron oxides in the rock. He knew too of the traditional legends that told a very different story about how the Pariwhero had gained their colour. Legends based in blood. 

He regarded the strange markings again, fully convinced now that they meant something more than mere graffiti. These were definitely not traditional carvings, of that he was certain. No Māori artwork looked like this. Those sculptures and carvings were beautiful and empowering. Whatever this was, it was something very different. 	

It felt dangerous. 

There was an image further down where the sea lapped the base of the rocks, it looked almost like two crude hands holding a reptilian eye. Like a portal between two columns. The markings seemed darker now, a shimmering, viscous, reddish-black. As if they were filled with blood. The rock thrummed under his hand, a rhythmic motion; a heartbeat. He listened, feeling the pulse of the movement. It matched that of his own heart. He felt the strongest he had ever been in his whole life. 

He remembered what he’d said to Adam earlier. Aliens, eh? How completely and utterly ridiculous it had seemed at the time. He would believe almost anything now. 	

He needed to try something larger this time, something brighter. To test the limits of whatever power he had been granted. He stretched, caught the strap of his backpack with his fingertips and slid it towards him. He found the bottle of water, and threw it. 

It disappeared. 

What about something even bigger still? He wondered. What would happen then? He picked up his backpack, hefted it. If this worked, he knew his mother would be cross, but he had to find out for sure. He pushed it away from him into the fog.

Blinked. 

Gone. 

He was going to need a new backpack. 

He marvelled at how strong he felt. How overwhelmingly mighty. He felt like a character from one of the many superhero comics that he liked. The hairs on his arms felt electrified, his muscles rippled underneath his clothes. Most people only ever saw his weaknesses, the many ailments he suffered from. Some were keen to give him their pity, to say how sorry they were for all he’d been through. Others, mostly kids, used it as a stick to beat him with, to remind him of how he was different. How he would never fit in.

Oliver had never been like that with him. He hadn’t seemed to mind about any of the problems Lewis had. He was kind and gentle and funny. Jack had changed him. He had made him unkind, sometimes even cruel. Lewis longed for a chance to make things right. To make things how they should be. Just him and Oliver, together again. They’d been best mates once. He missed him.

If only Jack wasn’t around.

A voice or a thought, he wasn’t sure which, wormed its way into his brain. As if brought to him on the waves or the wind; he didn’t know exactly where it came from. It was mean. It was bad. It was nasty and wicked. It could solve, although not all of his many problems, at least a very large part of one.

With his hand clamped to the red rock he yelled over his shoulder.

“Jack! Come over here, you dickhead!” 


Second Chances




No-one tells you just how difficult dried blood can be to scrub out. It gets underneath your fingernails. It clings to the fine hairs on your arms. You find it for days afterwards: a tiny droplet stuck behind your ear; a small, brown blemish on your sock. I found slivers in my eyelashes, fragments in my hair. I washed and rinsed and washed again. I felt like I might never be clean. Like there was a mark on me which would leave a stain forever. 




It took me a long time to accept what I’d become and what I’d done. The life which had been thrust upon me against my will. I took a seat on an InterCity bus to Wellington one evening, and left everything I knew behind. 

I had wanted to get out, as soon as I had finished college. My childhood sweetheart, and then fiancé, Jason, did not approve. He hadn’t wanted me to leave. 

“What can you possibly find out there, which you can’t get here?” he’d asked me. “We’re supposed to be getting married; maybe have a baby. Your family is here. You can’t leave.”

He didn’t understand that I never felt like I belonged. That my family had never understood me. Our town had few people like me even before I changed, I could count them on the fingers of one hand. There were even less thereafter. I wasn’t well suited to small-town life. I knew the world was much bigger and brighter than the place I’d grown up in, and I wanted to experience it. 

I was offered a good job in the city. I bought the bus tickets as soon as I accepted. I kept them in my rucksack, hoping I could change Jason’s mind and persuade him to come with me. I didn’t know exactly what I’d do if he refused. I had them with me while I did my last shift at the pub. 

It had been a rough night; too many drunken, leery punters making lewd comments. I’d been polite, I didn’t want the aggro. One of them kept asking me for my phone number. I’d declined as pleasantly as I could, but he had thrust a piece of crumpled up paper into my hand while I was clearing up used glasses. On it he had scrawled his name, Pete, with a phone number underneath. I’d tossed it into the garbage straight away. 

I was walking home alone as usual; Pete pulled up beside me in his ute. He asked me for a handjob. I was tired and I told him to piss off. Perhaps I should have been nicer; I didn’t realise what he was. 

He jumped me from behind; attacked me and left me for dead. Still, he hadn’t bargained on my persistence, and my will to live. He took away the old me; changed me into something powerful in return. I came to, filled with fury, and exacted my revenge. I won, he lost, but I didn’t much feel like celebrating.

I went home and told Jason what had happened. Showed him what I’d become. He was less than sympathetic. He blamed me, and he hated me. He asked me if I’d led him on. If I’d been flirting with him at the bar. Perhaps he thought I’d got myself assaulted deliberately, just to spite him. Just like my finding a new job and my desire to move away. He said I was an abomination. A disgrace to humankind. He tried to drag me by my hair down to the local church. 

“Only God can save you now,” he’d said. 

I’d known, without a shadow of a doubt, my life with him was well and truly over.

I did the only thing I knew how to. What came instinctive to me. I let my newfound rage envelop me. I killed him and ran away.




I told my parents that we had argued, that he’d stormed off into the night. I said I thought he might have gone into the bush. His body was found a few days later, apparently killed by some wild animal. My father was completely heartbroken. I had realised in that moment that all he had ever wanted was a son, much more than he ever wanted me as a daughter. Now he had lost us both. 

No one seemed surprised when I announced that I was leaving; they understood I needed time and space to grieve. They gave me their sympathy and told me that they were sorry for my loss. I didn’t feel sorry at all. I felt free.

I know now what I did was wrong, but I didn’t know about the Laws then. I couldn’t keep the Change under control. I thought I had no choice. Jason would never have accepted me, and I could never have brought myself to change him. Both he and I were in danger just by being together. He most certainly would have killed me without a second thought. 




I met Karrianne three months after moving to the city, sitting on the grass in Te Aro Park. She looked to be around fourteen years old, but her appearance was deceptive. I sniffed and caught her unmistakable odour. I knew immediately what she really was; she was the same as me. 

We exchanged brief pleasantries, a nod and a smile. She asked me how my evening was going and we made small talk for a while. I realised quickly she was not a child, not in the true sense. She had been once, but those days were well behind her. She had looked fourteen for over a hundred years. 

She did not ask me where I had come from, or why I had moved to the city, but she invited me to a gathering in one of the outer suburbs the following week, and I agreed to swing by and say hello. I was glad to be asked. I liked my new home well enough, but an unpleasant situation with a tradie named Vinnie not long after I’d first moved in, had left me anxious about being on my own. It was better for me to get out when I could.

The address she’d given me led me to a tidy house with an immaculate lawn and white picket fence north of the city. The pretty exterior gave no clues as to what might lurk within. Much like Karrianne herself. This was where she lived, under the guise of being the offspring and sibling of those who looked much older than her, but she was in fact the eldest among them. She welcomed me with open arms and a wide smile, drew me close and kissed me on the cheek.

There were many like us in the house, much more than I was expecting, and I could feel my anxiety beginning to rise. A hard lump filled my throat and my jaw vibrated. I tried to calm myself, to stop the Change. Karrianne passed me a glass of red liquid, and I took a sip. Almost immediately I began to feel better and less tense. My features readjusted themselves, and the fine hairs that had risen up on the back of my arms and neck began to relax as I did.

The others smiled and welcomed me. A young male, tall and lanky with thick, black hair, patted the sofa next to him, inviting me to sit. He introduced himself as Allan, spoke quietly and articulately, and I soon became absorbed in conversation. I noticed he had filed his eye teeth into sharp points, showing his true nature even without the Change. I’d never seen such a thing before.	

I hadn’t realised just how many of us were living in Wellington, and how open they were about themselves. It was a far cry from my previous experiences. Here our kind were much better understood. Allan told me that they lived by Laws created many years prior by the Elders, and they enjoyed the freedom that those rules provided. They were a basis for mutual understanding between our kind and the mortals who once sought to destroy us. The Laws could not be broken without dire consequences for both sides. 

“It’s different for us outside of the city,” he said quietly. “We are not as well accepted. We can’t be as open about who we really are. The Laws are the same all over, but here they offer us a stronger barrier. A better chance to stay safe. I wouldn’t go back to my hometown for all the money in the world.” 

I spent the entire evening at the Karrianne’s place, only leaving when the sun was just beginning to edge its way above the horizon. I left with a heavy heart, not wanting to go back to my own house and be alone again. It was the first time since my Change that I had experienced such a strong bond with those just like myself. I had felt connected and accepted for who I was. The feeling was exhilarating.

We met at the house every weekend after that. Allan and his girlfriend — beautiful, blonde Lucinda — became my instant friends. Hamish and Pharvesh made me laugh like no-one had ever made me laugh before, quite often due to the bickering and banter they traded between themselves. Suzanne was quiet and reserved, she talked little but with great wisdom. Rhea was the joker, the one who played the fool and kept us all entertained. 

Then there was Noah. It was he who I found myself falling very quickly and deeply in love with. He was absolutely nothing like Jason, or any man I’d ever met before. Kind and gentle, beautiful and serene. He made me laugh as much as he made me feel secure. With him I felt I could truly be myself. 

I learned so much from him so fast, despite the fact that he was much younger than I. Like me, he had grown up outside of the city, but had come here and been Changed while visiting. He had seen no reason to return to his old life, but he did still keep in contact with his family in a way that surprised me. I had heard from my mother only once since my move, and I often wondered if ever she suspected the real reason for my departure. 

Despite the comfort I felt when I was with Noah, I still kept many of the details of my old life a secret from him. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him the whole truth. I told him I didn’t fully remember being Changed; I told him nothing about Jason, or about what I’d done.

Through Noah I learned how to find my inner calmness, to suppress any rage or resentment I might still feel. He taught me about the Laws, how and why they had been written, and what they meant to us. I learned so much about our kind’s history, the sacrifices made by those before us, which ensured our safety, and meant we were no longer hunted and destroyed. I’d had no knowledge of our history, and I’d been both enlightened and amazed. My attack had been violent, my Change brutal, a violation of the Laws itself. I suspected Pete had been an outsider, a renegade who had chosen to embrace his rage and shun the Laws. It happened, Noah had said, that sometimes an individual could not keep full control of their instincts and they would go rogue. The Darkness took them; both their bodies and their minds. 

The Elders had set up groups to help those who had found themselves in such circumstances, to try and bring them back and calm them, but most struck out on their own and never returned. Not every rogue could be rehabilitated. Many were sentenced to destruction; apparently to grant them peace, as much as to maintain the safety and reputation of our kind. I was terrified to realise that such punishment could be meted out to me.

Noah, Karrianne, and the others, they opened up my eyes to a new way of being. Of understanding and celebrating what I was. I could be part of a community that valued me and kept me safe. So it surprised me greatly when I learned the truth about Karrianne. 




I found out by accident. Her dirty little secret. I saw her in a coffee shop in Newtown late one winter afternoon. She was sitting with an older woman. Grey flecks in her dyed blonde hair, her nail polish chipped and chewed. She was very clearly distressed. Karrianne was comforting her, one pale hand held over hers, the other passing her napkins with which she used to wipe her nose and eyes. I couldn’t tell straight away if she was one of us or not. Karrianne leaned close to her, whispered into her ear while stroking her hand very gently. I could see the woman start to relax, her sobs reducing and her calm returning. The other patrons made furtive glances in their direction occasionally, trying to hide their curiosity. They didn't see what I could see.

I realised quickly that the woman was mortal, and that Karrianne was very carefully manipulating her. Hamish had told me about the Motives; words and phrases which only we know and can help us get what we need. I am not skilled in these abilities, but even I knew a Suggestion Motive when I saw one. I was immediately intrigued. I knew the the Laws prohibited such an act in public, and certainly not without a very good reason. 

The woman stood up from the table, leaving half of her coffee untouched. She walked to the door as Karrianne followed. I couldn’t really say why, but I knew I didn’t want either of them to see me, and I slipped around the corner of the building to hide.

I heard them talking quietly as they passed me on the street. 

“We must do this now, before he gets much worse,” Karrianne said. “No interruptions. It must be quick.”

The woman merely nodded and let Karrianne lead her by the arm. 




I followed them carefully, staying unseen. They crossed the road near the hospital and used the main entrance. I thought this very unusual. I knew it was unlikely she was meeting our blood agent; it was customary to only go alone to such meetings, to avoid any possible problems or misunderstandings. Certainly never with another who was not like us. 

They walked through the foyer and took the lift with three other people. There was no way I could join them without being seen, I had to wait and watch the light-up numbers above the doors, hoping I could follow them after. The light on the lift illuminated floor number five and paused. I knew someone must have got out there. I squeezed inside an adjacent carriage just before the doors closed, and pressed the number. A map on the wall showed me this would take me to the Children’s Ward. 

My ascent ended and I exited the lift, scanning the corridor left and right. There was no sign of them. I stood still, listened carefully, and inhaled deeply. I caught the unmistakable scent of her leading away to my right, and I set off in pursuit. 

I don’t really know what was going through my head, why it seemed so important to me. I could have just asked her casually about it the next time I saw her, and it would most likely amount to nothing, but a part of me felt like there was something not quite right. The movements she had used, the way she had leaned in, it all felt wrong to me. It smelled like the prelude to a kill, and yet her actions didn’t fit with such intentions. Not least of which, I knew that breaking any one of the Laws would result in serious consequences.

Her aroma led me towards the Children’s Ward, and I became uneasy. This was not the right sort of place for one of us to be. They held too many memories; reminders of who and what we are; the promises we could never keep. Even the worst of us knew to avoid these kinds of places, and the terrible temptations they might offer. Hospitals in general were usually best avoided, unless you entered with a purpose, could get in and out simply and without issue. Having a blood agent, a ‘Renfield’ as they were often called — a nod to a popular myth which surrounded our kind — or someone who could help you and provide you with what you needed, was essential. 

I tried not to inhale. The sensory glands in my nose and palate are incredibly sensitive. I knew the sharp smells of innocence, pain and fear could be overwhelming to me. They might trigger a Change I could not control, or make me act irrationally. I did not want to repeat my past  mistakes. 

No-one stopped me entering the ward. I gained access far too easily. I must have looked like so many of the other worried mothers visiting their children. I followed Karrianne and the woman towards a ward filled with small children, most of them attached to multiple monitors and drips. 

They stopped at a bed holding a young boy, probably eight or nine years old. His skin was grey and pallid, stretched tissue-paper thin over sharp and crooked bones. He lay there, eyes closed, practically motionless, only the slow rise and fall of his tiny chest showed any sign that he was alive. He was attached to numerous instruments which were monitoring his breathing and heart rate, an oxygen tube snaked its way up both his nostrils. I blended myself as best I could near the nurses station, picked up a file and pretended to read it, hoping I would be mostly unnoticed unless directly challenged. 

The woman, who I now assumed to be the child’s mother, sat down on a chair by the side of the bed, reaching for the boy’s hand. She grasped it tightly, leaning in towards him with tears streaming down her cheeks. Karrianne whispered something to her. She looked up, nodded slowly, and pulled her hands away. Karrianne turned and I ducked away quickly to avoid being seen, but she was not looking for anyone, she merely grabbed the edge of the blue curtains around the bed and pulled them closed. I was shut out, with no way of knowing what was going on behind the fabric wall.  

I turned my head, listening as hard as I could, but I couldn’t hear them speaking, or indeed any noise at all. I could see their shoes underneath the curtain, they were standing over the bed. Minutes passed in almost complete silence, until one of the monitors gave out a high pitched wail. It was quickly muted, as if someone had yanked the electric cable from the wall. I glanced around the ward, but it seemed like no-one else had noticed the sound, or were simply too busy to investigate.

Seconds later there was rustling from behind the curtain. The fabric moved slightly to one side, perhaps caught as one or the other had moved around the bed. It left an opening in the folds. I could see the boy, now sitting upright on the bed, his eyes open and bright, his cheeks glowing a healthy pink. He looked bigger now, and stronger; no longer bent and haggard. The monitors attached to him showed blank, black screens, their assessment no longer needed. The mother was still crying, although now her tears were coupled with a wide smile as she embraced her child. 

Karrianne interrupted her. 

“We need to leave. Now.” 

Mother and child started pulling out wires and tubes, removing sticking plasters and unhooking sensors. The woman helped the boy to get down off the bed, and Karrianne passed him a dressing gown. She stuck her head through the gap in the curtains, looked up and down the ward. I ducked down so that she didn’t see me. Once she was sure no-one was watching, she pulled the curtains back and motioned for the woman and child to follow her. They crossed the ward quickly, heading straight for the exit. I expected them to be challenged, to be stopped in some way, but no-one seemed to even notice they were there. They dashed through the doors and were away. 

I waited for a moment, unsure what to do, before replacing the file and following them. I knew exactly what had happened, but hardly dare admit it. The scent of the boy as they had passed through the ward was unmistakable. 

He had been Changed. He was one of us. 




I sat on a bench in a park just down the road from the hospital for a long while, watching the light fade away into nothing, before finally deciding what to do. I pulled out my mobile and called Noah. I told him to meet me at my house, that I needed to talk to him alone. I knew I couldn’t deal with what I’d seen all by myself, and I didn’t know who else I could trust. 

I caught the bus near the shops and was home in fifteen minutes. In the dark I could see straight away that the house was not quite how I had left it. There was a lamp switched on in the main room, the curtains not fully drawn. I stood outside for a moment, listening hard for any movement from inside. I couldn’t hear anything, only my neighbour’s dog barking momentarily before its owner called it inside. I put my key in the lock, somehow not surprised to find that the door was already open. I entered the hallway and inhaled. She was inside. 

I called her name as the latch clicked closed behind me. 

“Karrianne? I know you’re here.”

I caught a blur of movement out the corner of my eye and turned quickly. She was standing down the hall in the kitchen doorway, holding something long and shiny. I moved swiftly to the other side of the lounge and put the bulk of my coffee table between us. 

“You saw me,” she declared. Not a question. I nodded in reply. I realised what was in her hands; a barbecue skewer like the kind I kept in my utensil drawer. Sharp and thin; a metal stake. The implication was very clear. 

“I knew you were there. I could smell you. I shouldn’t have let you see me. I actually really like you, you know? But I can’t let you tell the Elders what I’ve done.”

“We can talk about this,” I told her, trying to keep my voice steady. Keeping a watchful eye on her and the weapon she held. “What you did was wrong, but maybe we can fix it somehow.”

“Fix it? I can’t exactly turn him back, can I?”

“I don’t understand. Why did you do it? The Laws were made to protect them as well as us. You turned that boy, and that’s not what we do. Not children. Never children.”

She laughed then, a dark and hollow humourless laugh.

“What about me, then? What am I? It’s not like I was born like this.”

I stayed quiet. I didn’t know how best to respond to her, or what she might try to do.

She sighed deeply and looked away from me, passing the skewer backwards and forwards idly between her hands. I watched her carefully, waiting for her face to change, for her to rush towards me, but she seemed swallowed by her own memories. When she finally spoke again, she seemed eager to tell me everything, to rationalise what she’d done. Perhaps she hoped I’d understand, or forgive her in some way. 

I could have tried to run away, or even fight her, but I was intrigued. I liked her too, she’d done a lot for me. I at least owed her the chance to explain. 

“You don’t know the whole story,” she began. “It’s complicated.”




She told me she was ten when her father was sent away, to serve with the New Zealand forces. She never saw him again, he never returned, but others who did brought with them more than just memories of the horrors of war. The soldiers came home in 1918, their relief that the conflict was over, soon turning to dismay, as they realised they had another enemy inside them. 

The viral pandemic was brutal. Her sister got sick in November. Soon after, her mother and brothers fell ill too. When the headache started and her body began to ache, she knew it would not be long before she too succumbed. There was no medicine available to cure them, no vaccines or antibiotics. She did not know how to help them, no one did. They lay on the family bed together, waiting only to die. 

A man came to the house that evening. She did not know who he was. He told her his name was William, and that he had something which could help them. She thought he was a doctor. She invited him into the house. He stood in silence at the bottom of the bed, watching as her family struggled to breathe. Their skin was grey, their lips tinted purple, they were crippled by the lack of oxygen in their blood. The man laid his hand on her shoulder and told her there was nothing he could do for them, that they were already gone. There was a window of time, he had said, before the grip of death could squeeze too hard, and sadly her family had missed it. But he could save her. 

She barely had a chance to say a word before he Changed. 

He killed her then, and resurrected her. Brought her back as something new. 

She began her new life with William that night, left all her family behind. She kissed them on their foreheads before she went, inhaled the stench of death before it came. She did not know what would happen to their bodies, or who would bury them, as he took her by the hand and led her away.

They travelled together for many years. She fell in love with him, but he never loved her back in the same way. She was a replacement, she realised, for his family, the daughter he had lost himself. Her desire for greater intimacy pushed them apart. He did not, and could not, see her as she saw him. She wanted a lover; he, a child. They arrived in Auckland in the late 1930’s, not long before the Second World War began. William volunteered for army service, said he could do more good by helping those who were fighting overseas. He asked her to travel with him, but she refused.

She never saw him again. 

“I didn’t know about the Laws then,” she told me. “What they meant to me. After the chaos of the war, the few others like me were rounded up by the Elders and put in a special home, supposedly to protect us and keep us safe. But we were an embarrassment. An aberration. We looked like children, but we had the minds of adults, and we made mortals uneasy. 

“The Laws were just appeasements; the Elders rolled over and succumbed. I was given a choice: if I wanted any kind of life outside the home, I had to find others to adopt me. I had to pretend to be something I wasn’t and agree to move every year or two to avoid drawing suspicion. I was given a family, but it wasn’t real. It was just a role I had to play.”

Her face showed a mixture of sadness and anger. Frustration at a situation she had been unable to control. 

“The Elders were wrong to make that Law. They didn’t understand. They were old already, even before they turned. I decided that no family would ever be separated by death or illness, if I could do something to prevent it.”

I moved a little further away from her, put some more distance between us before I spoke. I understood what she had told me, but I couldn’t condone it.

“You changed that little boy. Even though you know it’s wrong.”

“His parents needed my help, just like so many others. Parents with children who are dying or very sick. They don’t want to lose them, to be torn apart like I was from my family. I offer them another choice. A second chance.”

I shook my head.

“No. You offer them hope, but you give them death. You know how hard it is. The life you offer them, it’s not a real life. Those children, they will never grow old. They will never become what they dreamed of. Like you, they’ll never be able to stay in one place, never go on to have real families of their own.”

“They wouldn’t have had that anyway! They were dying!”

“You couldn’t know that. Not for certain. Some of them might have recovered, they could have beaten those illnesses. You’ve taken that chance away from them.” She scoffed at my words but I continued. 

“The Laws protect us. They help us make some sense of this affliction. Allow us to have some semblance of a life, even if we cannot truly live. That’s why we never turn children. What you did, it makes you no better than a rogue. The Elders were right. They should have kept you in that home.”  

Her eyes went dark and she bared her teeth at me, a low growl escaping from her throat. I knew that sound. I’d made it many times myself.    

She leapt towards me, vaulting over the coffee table. She was smaller than me, but twice as fast, and I stumbled as I ran for the door. I didn’t want to fight her; I didn’t want to risk the rage that might come out, but I couldn’t let her kill me either. 

She stabbed the air, and the skewer barely missed my right ear. She lunged again, this time grazing my shoulder with the sharp point. I screamed, not so much in pain but in surprise. I rolled my body away from her as best I could. 

I heard a noise from the front door. I heard Noah’s voice calling out. 

“Hello? Is everything okay?” 

I turned and tripped, and fell into the hallway with Karrianne close behind me. I tried to get up, but my foot was caught under the hallway table, preventing me from moving. I heard noises behind me; a shriek, and then loud grunts and sounds of a scuffle. As I twisted my head I could see Noah struggling with Karrianne, his hands pushing her backwards into the front room. I freed my leg and rose unsteadily.

Noah held her in a tight grip; one arm pinned behind her back, his elbow around her throat. The skewer was on the floor at her feet. She struggled and snarled. The primal rage had overcome her. 

I walked towards her, my body shaking with both fear and anger. Noah held her tightly. He surely must have been confused, but he stayed silent and let me speak. I should have called the Elders there and then, but I was too angry. 

“Killing me won’t change what you’ve done,” I snapped. “Did you really think you were helping those children, dragging them into our world? The bloody Laws were made for a reason!”

She chuckled nastily. Her voice was low and gravelly, affected by the Change

“Fuck the Laws. It’s because of them that there were no more like me. You can’t imagine what it’s like to live so long and know so much, but be stuck in the body of a child. It doesn’t matter that you’ve had a century of experiences, you’re still treated like you don’t matter. Your ideas and opinions have no value. People judge you on how they see you. My longevity means nothing because my face doesn’t match. My God, I still have to stand up and offer my seat to people on the bus!”

“Why the bloody hell would you change them, then? If you know how difficult it is?”

“Because as hard as it is, this life is better than none! I give hope to them and their parents. I keep families together when everything seems lost. I just need people to understand that. Those children can change our future. They can rewrite the Laws which hold us back. The Change can be celebrated. It can be used for good!”

“No. You’re wrong. You’re killing them, and condemning their families. You can’t steal another’s childhood just because you lost yours. You don’t get to make that choice.” 

We stared at each other. Her breathing was harsh and ragged, her eyes almost black. 

“So what now?” she growled, wriggling in Noah’s grasp. “You can’t hold me here forever.”

I looked up at Noah. Our eyes met and I shook my head. I knew we could not release her. If we let her go, she would try to kill me again, and most likely Noah too. I would have to turn her in to the Elders. I knew it was likely they would condemn her for breaking the Laws, and I would be sending her to her death. But if I didn’t, and the Elders found out I’d kept quiet, I could be charged as an accomplice. I had no choice. 

“You know what has to happen, Karrianne. There are consequences for what you’ve done.”

For a brief moment I thought I saw real sadness in her face, but it was quick and fleeting and I could not be sure that I’d just imagined it. She paused, and I braced myself for her to try and attack again, but instead she seemed to shrink. The anger and the rage drained out of her, leaving only a husk of her former self. Her voice sounded small and pitiful. The whine of a petulant child.

“I was only trying to help them.” 

“How many are there? How many have you turned?” I asked her. She dropped her eyes, refused to look at me. 

“I don’t know exactly. A couple of hundred, maybe? Maybe more.”

The implications were terrifying. The destruction to our community could be immense. She had broken one of the most important Laws and put us all at risk. I didn’t know if she stayed in any kind of contact with them, or even if she knew where they went after they’d been turned. She saw the surprise on my face, perhaps realised what I was thinking. 

“The parents know the risks before they agree. They come to me. I’ve never deceived anyone.”

“Really? Always? I saw you use a Suggestion Motive on that woman today. You wouldn’t have needed to do that if she was going with you freely. You wanted a family, Karrianne. Maybe this was your twisted way of getting that?”

She tensed, and I saw Noah’s grip tighten. Her face grew harsh once more and she curled her lip.

“You know what? You can’t prove anything,” she hissed at me, her features shifting. “It’ll be your word against mine. I can tell the Elders the truth about you. About Jason, and what you did. You’re just a bogan who killed her boyfriend, and who knows how many more? You’re a fine one to talk about going rogue. At least I’ve never murdered anyone.” 

I was deeply shocked, but I couldn’t let her see that she had got to me. I had no idea how she knew. I certainly hadn’t told her, in fact I had never spoken to anyone about my past at all.

Like Karriane, the Laws were unknown to me then. I’d been lucky so far, no-one seemed to suspect what I had done, but I knew it wouldn’t take much to find out the truth. I’d changed my name and I’d started afresh, but if anyone knew exactly where I had come from, they could easily track my journey down the length of the North Island. They could make the connection between me and a trail of the dead. Even here, in my own home, the inside of my heat pump held dark secrets I’d rather stay hidden. Evidence of my lack of control. 

I’d done things I knew were terribly wrong. Things which the Elders could condemn me for. I was angry when I moved to the city. Full of bitterness and confusion and unable to keep the Change well under control. Noah had helped me, he had taught me how to be better, but I didn’t know how he would react if he knew the full story. It was a crime to go rogue, but it was equally illegal to hide one. Perhaps he would feel compelled to tell The Elders to save himself. 

I avoided looking at him. I couldn’t let him even suspect that what she’d said was true. I loved him so much. I didn’t want to lose him. I had to make a decision — her or me. I would not let her blackmail me. I couldn’t let her steal my new life.

I played dumb. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I scoffed. “What is this, some sort of pathetic mind-game? I’m not twelve years old, Karrianne. Unlike those poor children you turned.” I carried on goading her. I needed to make her mad. 

“You’re so selfish. You know they’re too young to understand their power, they won’t be able to keep it under control. You’ve sent a swathe of ticking time bombs out in to the world, and you don’t even seem to care. 

“The Change makes us strong. We could change or kill whoever we wanted, and nobody could stop us. But we don’t do that because we’re not monsters. We are better than that.

“You, however, you are a monster. You killed all those children, even if you don’t want to admit it.”

She reacted exactly how I had planned. Her body twitched and jerked as her full Change began again. She brought her heel down forcefully on the top of Noah’s foot, and slammed her head back into his chest. Surprised, he lost his grip on her. She turned swiftly and punched him hard in the throat. He recoiled, stumbled backwards, and fell to the floor. I saw her bend and pick up the discarded skewer. 

She straddled him. Lifted up her arm to stab him. 

I didn’t wait. I allowed the Change to come over me. It rose in my throat and wrapped its dark arms around me. I felt my features twist into a grotesque mask. My jaw clicked rapidly and pulsated as my teeth multiplied, sharpened and grew. I let the fire I’d long since quelled flare up and fill me once again. The anger I had sought to bury with the dead. 

She had a good many years of experience over me, but her physical body was still that of a child. My primal urges fully embraced, I held the advantage. I grabbed the back of her neck with one hand, sank my sharp nails into her flesh and pulled her to her feet, away from Noah. With the other hand, I disarmed her easily, snatching the skewer out of her weaker grip. I threw her body away from me and she slammed into the wall, shrieking as she fell. I took the metal skewer firmly in both hands, held it at chest height, its sharp point facing outwards. She picked herself up, snarled and growled, before charging back towards me. She was driven by her anger and frustration. 

So predictable. 

So just like a child. 

She collided with my outstretched arms and let out a high pitched scream. I felt her body jerk and writhe as she tried to save herself. Too late. I dropped the skewer to the floor.

I calmed myself as best I could, letting the anger ripple out of me. I felt my body tense then relax with every passing wave. Each sharp twitch helped my usual face return. To contain the rage. I looked down and saw the pile of dust spread on the carpet. 

My stomach lurched. I would have to tell the Elders. I could only hope that they would listen to me. That they would understand and realise that I’d had no choice. Kill or be killed. I didn’t know for sure if Noah would support me. I’d saved him, but in doing so I had knowingly broken the Laws and destroyed one of our own.

The Elders would need to find the children, all those Karrianne had turned. They would need support and protection. Their families too. Some might not be well suited to this life. I had no way of knowing how many of them were out there. Karrianne had said hundreds. A brand new generation. They were young and had little guidance. They likely knew nothing about the Laws. They may have gone on to change others themselves; perhaps their parents, or their siblings, or their friends. Karrianne might even have encouraged them. Whatever her motives, she had certainly brought a different kind of change to our kind. It could herald the beginning of a new world order. It could destroy everything we knew.




Noah came to me without a sound. He wrapped my shaking body in his strong arms, and stroked my hair. He held me close; whispered softly in my ear.

“It’s alright. Everything is alright now.”

But he is wrong. The bright future I thought I finally had is no longer certain. My place in the world has changed. I do not know what I will do if the Elders discover my past.

Pete. Jason. Vinnie. They are the ones I know the names of, but I had killed many more than that before I’d learned the Laws. I’d let the Darkness out and embraced the rage. I’d done what I thought had needed to be done.

Now I’d killed again to protect myself. Did that really make me any different to Karrianne?

I could not face him. I felt ashamed, standing there in his embrace. I could not bear his kindness when I had caused such pain. I buried my head in his chest and wished more than anything that my kind could cry. 


Neighbourly




“Oh my God! Mum! Come here! There’s a thing on the doorstep!”

Maureen heard her youngest son, Luke, shouting as she stood at the sink in the kitchen. She sighed, dried her hands on a kitchen towel, and walked to the front door. 

Luke was right, there was something on the doorstep. It was around four centimetres long, with a smooth and shiny body and six spindly legs. Bands of black and brownish-yellow ringed its abdomen, while two long antennae sprang from its head, next to round, dark eyes. It looked like a large grasshopper. 

“Oh, it’s just a wētā, Luke.” She bent down to shoo it gently off the step and into the bushes by the side of the door.

The boy screwed up his face in disgust.

“I don’t like them,” he whined, still scowling.

“Well, I think they’re pretty cool. We’ll probably see more of them now we’re out of the city. Maybe you’ll learn to like them?”

“No. Yuck! If I see one again, I’ll squish it!” He stamped his foot on the step as if to demonstrate his decision.

“Luke Stamford, you most certainly will not,” Maureen scolded, her hands folded firmly across her body. “They’ve got just as much right to be here as you, and you will not kill a living creature out of cruelty. Ever. You hear me?” 

Luke looked sullenly at his feet, avoiding his mother’s gaze.

“Well?”

“Yeah, yeah. Alright. I won’t squish it. But I don’t have to like it. They’re ugly and creepy.”

His elder brother by three years came around the side of the house, a football in his hands. 

“They’re just like you then, eh?” 

“Michael!” warned Maureen, shaking her head at him in disappointment. “Do you have to?”

“I’m going to find one and put it in your bed!” Luke yelled in reply, before running into the house and slamming his bedroom door. 

Maureen sighed. 

“Well, thanks for that, Mike.” Michael shrugged and mouthed a mock-innocent “what?” before disappearing around the back of the house once again. Maureen knelt down, caught sight of the wētā now hiding in amongst the roots of the bush, partly hidden by dead leaves.

“Welcome to the neighbourhood, mate,” she whispered. 




They had moved into the house four days prior, and every room was still cluttered with boxes and bags, still yet to be unpacked. It was a relief to be in a real house at last, eight years of the four of them crammed into a tiny two bedroom apartment in the city had been quite enough. Robert’s new job and Maureen’s surprise inheritance had suddenly given them options they’d never had before. They could finally buy a property and get out of the city. They could have a place with a decent sized garden, maybe even grow some veggies and fruit. Luke could have the dog he had always wanted.

The house had been amazingly cheap for the size and location, tucked up against the hills with a view looking back to the sea. There had been no immediate indicators that there were any hidden problems, in fact a large part of it was newly renovated. Apparently the previous owners had simply upped and left and wanted a quick sale. 

The neighbours on their left, Paul and Janet, were an older couple in their sixties, and more than happy to give them the run-down and history of the house as they knew it. In fact, they were keen to talk for hours about almost anything and everything involving the immediate area. A chance “hello” over the side fence had turned into a three hour chat complete with two bottles of wine and some home-baked biscuits.

“Well the Carmichaels had it for about a year,” Janet told them that night, brushing crumbs off the front of her cardigan. “Until her husband ran off. Then the Hamilton family moved in for around seven months, but of course then their son passed away and they moved on. So sad. I think Laura Richardson lived here for almost a year, but she was never really happy, so we weren’t surprised when she left and it was up for sale again. Then Ana and Tui, who had the place before you, well, I’m not sure what happened really. They seemed to just disappear one day. We never even saw them to say goodbye, did we Paul? 

“I’m sorry, I hope I’m not putting you off? It’s a gorgeous house, and such a wonderful garden too.” She paused to take a sip of her wine, and reached out to pat Maureen’s arm. 

“You’re probably thinking we must be terrible neighbours or something, everyone leaves so soon!” She threw her head back and cackled; a croaky, smokers laugh. 

Maureen smiled shyly and sipped her own wine. She tried to avoid catching Robert’s eye. She knew exactly what kind of face he would be pulling. He was never able to hide his emotions. 

“I’m sure it’s nothing to do with you two at all,” she said sweetly. “You’ve both been very kind so far. And these biscuits you’ve made are wonderful.” It was a little white lie. The icing was far too sweet and the biscuit plain and stale. She reached out and took another bright pink circle from the plate. Sugar sprinkles scattered on her lap. 

“So what about the other neighbours, it’s a nice area, right? We’ve not really seen much of anyone else yet, so we’ll probably go around to the people on the other side and say hello.”

Janet grimaced slightly, and then caught herself. 

“I’m not sure you’ll get much of a welcome from her,” she said, somewhat clipped. “She’s, well, I suppose she doesn’t really like people all that much.” She shared a knowing look with her husband then fell unusually quiet. 

“Oh,” Maureen faltered, not knowing how best to respond. “How so?”

Janet sniffed and focused on her wine. Paul took over instead. He settled back in his garden chair, clearly happy for his turn in the spotlight.

“Hilary’s been in that house since it was built. Must be sixty years or more. Her and her husband, they didn’t like change. He used to work in conservation and pest control. She was some sort of researcher of entomology with the University. He was always going on about keeping New Zealand predator free. He used to set traps all around the property to catch possums and other stuff. Hated cats too. Got into a bit of trouble a few times, for using poisoned bait where he shouldn’t have.” He swirled the wine in his glass and took a long drink before continuing. 

“They were both very much opposed to the new houses being built, yours being one of them. This was all green belt before that; trees and wildlife and whatever. It was always supposed to stay that way, but you know how it can be when money changes hands. A lot of people were very angry. After they started to cut down the trees, folk like Hilary started protesting, said they were destroying the natural habitat.

“I mean, I can almost understand the fuss, even we didn’t enjoy having the building work going on at the time,” he glanced over at Janet and they shared another look. “But, you know, people need houses, and houses get built. You can’t stop progress, eh? Some ugly stuff went on, the project got delayed, but eventually these houses went up. I think in the end it was half of how many were originally planned.

“Then, after her bloke died, Hilary went a bit… funny. She blamed everyone who had anything to do with these houses. Was adamant that it was dealing with all that which killed him. Some of us tried to help her, but there wasn’t really much we could do. Just had to leave her to get on with it in the end. 

“Anyway, if you keep out of her business she’ll likely keep out of yours. You won’t ever even see her. No-one does.”

“Why? Doesn’t she go out?”

“Never. No-one’s seen her properly in years. Not since she’s been on her own. Some of us go round and tend the garden and berms for her, you know, to keep the street looking decent, but I really wouldn’t bother trying to go round and say hello. Not unless you want to hear some colourful language.”

“She sounds delightful,” Robert broke in, sarcastically. Paul laughed. 

“Yeah, she's a character alright. But like I said, keep out of her way and you’ll be fine. I certainly wouldn’t expect to get neighbourly with her.”




“Do you think they’re right about that woman?” Maureen asked later, lying in bed that night. 

“What woman?” Robert replied, grunting as he fought to take off his T-shirt, his neck stuck in a head hole that was just a fraction too small. 

“Our other neighbour. Hilary?”

Robert finally managed to extract himself. He threw the shirt on the floor before getting into the bed.

“No idea. Maybe? I reckon Paul just likes spinning a good yarn. Does it matter?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll go round tomorrow and introduce myself. If Paul’s right, it seems a shame. Her all alone in that house like that. Not seeing anyone.” 

Robert kissed her lightly on her cheek, then reached over and switched off the bedside lamp. 

“Whatever you think, babe.” 




Two days later, contrary to Paul’s warning, Maureen stood outside number 43 with a small potted Peace Lily in her hands. The house was desperately in need of some maintenance. Parts of the walls were rotten and crumbling. All the window panes were either cracked, covered in a layer of mould, or both. Only the garden was in any way neat. Her neighbours clearly did a good job there. 

She knocked on the door and watched as flecks of brown paint fluttered to the ground. A shuffling noise came from inside the house.

“Hello?” she called. “My name is Maureen Stamford. I’m your new neighbour. From around the corner.” She listened. There was another shuffle and a skittering noise, this time closer to the door. 

“I’ve just come to say hello, if you’re not busy?”

There came a thump, and a strange, thick, sliding sound, like something heavy being dragged across a carpet. Maureen heard snuffling and panting. She moved closer to the door, leaning towards the sound.

“Hello? Hilary?” She got as close as she could without actually touching her ear to the grime-slick wood. 

“Fuck off!” 

Maureen jumped at the sudden insult, almost dropping the plant in surprise. 

“Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you, I just wanted to…”

“What are you here for?”

“I just came to say hello. I…”

“Go away and stay away! We don’t want you here! We’ve never wanted you here!” The voice was strong and deliberate, not exactly the sound of an older woman that Maureen had been expecting. There was an edge there. A nastiness. Maureen didn’t want to hang around to find out what else she had to say. She turned and left without replying, and headed back to her own garden gate.

The encounter played on Maureen’s mind for the rest of the day, and especially each time she caught sight of the Peace Lily sitting on the dining room table. Why had the woman referred to “we” when Paul had said she was living alone? Maybe she had a pet or something. A dog perhaps. That would explain the snuffling and panting sounds. 

She tried to distract herself by unpacking boxes, washing laundry, and scrubbing the tiles in the bathroom. By the time the boys had come home from school she was feeling a little happier, but still unsettled. She busied herself making food for them all for when Robert got back from the city, while the boys played football in the garden. She was standing at the stovetop stirring the store-bought sauce and meatballs, watching the wind ripple the trees in the back garden, when she heard Michael call out to her. 

“Mum? There’s something wrong with the laundry.” 

She leaned to one side so she could see out of the kitchen window, see the rotary drier where she had hung a load of towels earlier in the day. The boys were standing in front of the lines, but she could still make out strange, brown marks streaking the material. She turned the stove down low, and went out of the back door to the garden.

“What have you done?” she demanded.

“It wasn’t us!” Luke whined immediately. “It was like that when we came out here.” 

She took a closer look at the towels. Realised with horror that the brown streaks were moving. Spiders. The laundry was covered in thousands upon thousands of tiny spiders. She recoiled in disgust. 

“Oh, God! Don’t touch them!” she warned the boys. 

Luke ignored her completely, leaned forwards to inspect and poke the writhing mass. 

“Ew! There’s like thousands of them!” His face blanched and he ran off in to the house. 

“What are you going to do, Mum?” Michael asked her. 

“I’m not sure. Maybe if we take them off the line and put them on the grass, they’ll all crawl off?” 

“I don’t want to touch them,” he replied, with a shudder. He added quickly, “I’m not scared of them, I just don’t like them.” 

“Maybe we could hose them off, or something?” 

“Will that kill them?” 

“No. Well. Possibly. I don’t know. Let’s just leave them for now, maybe there will be less later on, and your dad can help me get rid of them.”

“You know Dad, he’ll be all for just burning them,” Michael said with a grin. “Take off and nuke from orbit.”

She laughed and gave a slight nod of agreement.

“Yeah. He might be right.” 




Robert didn’t get home until almost eight o’clock that night, thanks to a combination of an overdue project and a bus which never turned up. He picked at leftover meatballs and sauce, heated up in the microwave. Maureen sensed that his head was somewhere else, and didn’t want to add to his stresses. She decided not to bother telling him about their neighbour’s strange behaviour or the spider-covered towels that evening. She’d left them hanging on the washing line, content to leave them overnight. She curled up next to Robert on the sofa, watched the television, and tried to relax.

It played on her mind, though, and her worries followed her in to her dreams.

She slept through her alarm the following day, awaking almost an hour later than she usually did, still tired from tossing and turning all night. She could hear Robert and the boys in the kitchen, wondered why they hadn’t seen fit to wake her. She wrapped her dressing gown around her shoulders and wandered barefoot through the hall.

Robert looked up from stirring scrambled eggs at the stove as she entered the kitchen. 

“Hey, babe. Coffee?”

She nodded, and he moved from the egg pan to spooning grounds into the espresso machine.  

“How come nobody woke me up?” she asked, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. 

“You looked peaceful, and it’s the weekend. Figured you could do with a bit more sleep.”

He added brown sugar to the coffee and passed it to her as she sat down at the breakfast bar. Luke put his head around the door. 

“Hey Dad, have you seen Oscar?”

“I let him out into the garden earlier, mate. Why?” 

“It’s just, I can hear him, but I can’t find him.” 

Maureen paused and sat quietly, listening. Luke was right. She could hear the dog whimpering very faintly. It sounded like he was shut in somewhere. 

“I don’t remember letting him back inside, Luke. Unless your brother did?” Michael grunted and yelled out from the other room.

“Nah. I’ve not seen him, Dad.”

“Well then he must be still outside.” He looked out towards the garden. “I can’t see him. Maybe he’s got underneath the house?”

Maureen listened. It didn’t seem like the sound was coming from underneath, but it was definitely outside. She stood up and peered out of the window, scanning the garden left and right. Something caught her eye near the side of the house. Something small and brown and soft. 

She ran out of the back door, her dressing gown flapping like a cape behind her. Her bare feet sank into damp grass and dead leaves, leaving gaps in the turf as she ran. She could see the puppy, almost at the top of the beech tree that stood between their garden and Hilary’s. He was dangling from a branch, held up by only his collar, whining feebly. 

She heard the boys and Robert running behind her. Robert yelled at Michael to get the ladder from the garage. Luke was upset, sobbing and calling out to the dog, a snot trail gathering on his lip. He wanted to climb the tree to get to Oscar, but Maureen wouldn’t let him. She grabbed him by the back of his pyjama top to make him stop.

“Luke, no! Let your Dad get him. He’ll be okay.”

A large cicada flew at her face and she wafted it away. The trees and bushes were alive with the noise of them. There must be hundreds, all making their sawtoothed buzz. High in the tree, surrounding the dog, she saw the leaves ripple as if blown by a breeze, but it was not wind that made such movement, instead, the tree trunk and branches were crawling with the flying insects. 

The dog made choking and coughing noises as his hind legs kicked weakly, trying to connect with the tree. Robert pushed the ladder against the trunk, pushing the lower branches out of the way, and Maureen held the bottom as he climbed. Cicadas fell on her hands and hair but she dare not release her grip. 

She watched as he reached the dog, ducking out of the firing line of its scrabbling claws, and put his hand underneath its belly to support its weight. Oscar stopped choking and began to yowl, as Robert struggled to release its collar. The branch was wedged through so tightly, he could hardly get his fingers to the buckle. Cicadas flew into his face and settled on his skin, like a shimmering, writhing, green mask. He shook his head vigorously to dislodge them. The dog wriggled and twisted. One of his back feet caught Robert on his cheek and he winced. Finally, he managed to break it free, and the collar fell through the leaves to the ground. 

Robert almost stumbled as he took the full weight of Oscar in one hand. Cicadas fell from both of them as he descended the ladder. He held the puppy tightly, pulling the animal close to his chest, even as he put his feet on the grass. He took them both swiftly back to the house, both boys following close behind. Maureen tipped her body forwards, brushed dozens of flying insects and bits of leaf out of her hair. 

She noticed as she passed the rotary drier that the towels now appeared to be spider free. A faint line in the grass, perhaps a centimetre wide, trailed across the garden from the washing line to next door’s fence. As if all the creatures had crawled together in that direction. 

She shook her head. What a ridiculous notion.

Back in the house, she closed the door firmly behind her, so the dog could not escape back outside. Robert sat on the sofa, speaking softly and calmly, gently stroking Oscar’s head while checking for any obvious injuries. The dog settled into his arms, its breathing fast and ragged. Luke went to his side, dried tears mixing with fresh ones on his cheeks.  

“Is Oscar okay, Dad? Is he okay?” He reached out to touch the puppy.

“I’m not sure, Luke,” Robert replied honestly. “We should take him to the vets just to be sure. I can’t see anything obvious though.” 

Maureen stood off to one side, hugging herself with her hands. 

“How on earth did he even get up there?”

“He’s a dog, Maureen,” Robert replied, distracted. “He probably just climbed up or something and fell.”

“But Dad, dogs don’t climb trees,” Luke interjected. “You’ve said tons of times before that’s why they get so frustrated when they chase cats.”

Robert sighed, aware that his answer wasn’t logical. 

“Well, it’s a new place and a new garden, maybe he just felt like he wanted to explore?” 

“But, Dad…”

“Stop, Luke! Please. I don’t know how he got up there, and it doesn’t matter. What matters is that we got him down and now we need to check if he’s hurt.” 

Luke fell silent, continued to ruffle his fingers through the dog’s fur. Oscar nuzzled into his hand.

“There,” said Robert. “He’s happy to see you. That’s probably a good sign. Hopefully he will just have a bit of a shock and a sore throat and he will be fine. We’ll take him down to the vets and get him checked over just in case, okay?” Luke nodded. Maureen reached out and held her youngest son tightly from behind.

“I’m sure he’ll be okay, Luke,” she told him, as she kissed the top of his head.  




Robert and the boys took the puppy to the vets later that morning. It appeared that he was no worse the wear for his experience; only minor scratches and cuts, and he was eating and drinking normally. The worst thing the vet had found was the body of a dead cicada, nestled deep inside the dog’s ear canal. 

That evening he jumped up on the sofa between Maureen and Robert. It was a thing he would never normally do, knowing he was not allowed. He put his head in Maureen’s lap and stared up at her balefully, wanting her attention. She shared a glance with Robert, who gave a barely perceptible nod, reached over and scratched the dog gently on his stomach.  




The weather was kind the next day, warm sunshine with a gentle breeze. Close to lunchtime, Robert dragged the barbecue out of the garage and set about grilling copious amounts of sausages and chicken wings. The wind blew the smoke and smell of the meat across the length of the garden. Maureen and the boys made potato salad, corn cobs and coleslaw in the kitchen, then took plates and bowls outside. The table and bench were still in boxes, so Maureen laid a beach blanket on the wooden deck and they all stretched out and ate in the afternoon sun. Oscar begged for scraps whenever he wasn’t chasing bumblebees around the garden. The air was still, but not stuffy. Maureen breathed deeply and exhaled, feeling, for the first time in what seemed like a long a while, happy and content. 

The boys took off to the local park after they had finished eating, having arranged to meet some friends from school, and Robert brought a bottle of wine and two glasses out to the garden. He popped the cork and poured. Maureen watched as the liquid swirled. He handed one glass to her and raised his in a toast.  

“To us,” he said. “And to our wonderful new house!” Maureen nodded, lifted her glass in return, and they clinked them gently together. 

“To new beginnings,” she replied. “To the start of change.” 

They sat together in the garden, talking and enjoying each other’s company. Maureen thought how nice it was to be able to stop for a moment, to be still. The house move had been so full-on and demanding, and the changes to Robert’s work had brought much more money, but equally so much more responsibility and expectation. Looking out across the garden, watching the insects buzz and swirl and flutter in the sunshine, she knew that ultimately, it had all been worth it. 

She had drifted into a daydream, feeling the effects of a second glass of wine, when she noticed the cockroaches. A circular patch of them on the grass, almost a metre wide, moving towards the barbecue. She leapt from the blanket, tipping her glass and spilling the remnants of her drink on Robert’s ankles. 

“What the…?” Robert began, before following her gaze.

The insects roved across the grass and clambered onto the leg of the barbecue. They scaled the length of it, and began to spread themselves across the surface of the grill. Maureen heard their exoskeletons pop and blister as they stayed too long on the hot plates. 

“Jesus Christ!” Robert exclaimed. His face was one of disgust and horror. “Where did these come from?”

She wasn’t scared, merely repulsed. The wine had made her brave. She kicked the barbecue with her foot. It wobbled and sent a shower of them cascading to the grass. She went to kick it a second time, to knock it over completely, when Robert stopped her.

“No. Don’t. It’s still connected to the gas.”

He went around the side of the house to garden shed. Returned with a yard broom. He brushed the creatures away from the grill, spilling them onto the grass. Wherever they fell they seemed to regroup themselves, as if there were some order they were following. They formed a large circle, all heading in the same direction. She watched as the pulsating mass retreated down the the garden, heading towards their neighbour’s fence. 

Robert watched too. Revulsion in his eyes.

“That’s not normal, right?” he asked her slowly. She shook her head.

“I don’t think so. I have no idea. I’ve never see that many all together before.” 

“Or do anything like that. It’s like they were working together or sometime. Like they had some sort of goal.”

They stood in silence for a moment before she began to laugh. Robert stared at her, confused, before he began to laugh too.

“You’re right. Yeah. That’s stupid. Cockroaches don’t have goals!”

She watched as they marched towards the fence, paused, and then slipped underneath.

“Do you think we should tell Hilary? I mean, a whole army of cockroaches just walked into her garden.”

Robert pulled a face.

“Seriously, Robert. I mean, what if they get in her house or something? There must have been hundreds of them. Thousands even. She’s old.”

He sighed and made a small grunting noise. 

“Okay. I’ll go round.” He pulled a pair of jandals on his feet and then finished the remains of his wine. He walked towards the side of the house before looking back and shuddering. “That barbecue is going to need a really good clean when I get back.” 

She was about to pour herself another drink when she heard him yell. 

“Bloody hell! Come and have a look at this!” He had disappeared around the side of the house, out of her line of sight. She went to follow him, the wine glass still in her hand. 

The fence was covered in longhorn beetles. 

She had never seen so many. The usually pale brown wood of the fence posts were smothered in the darker brown beetles. They swarmed over the top of the fence and disappeared over the other side. 

Maureen turned to stare at Robert. He stood, mouth agape, watching as the beetles receded. He pointed excitedly. 

“Now that is definitely not normal.” 

“This is so weird. Where do you think they’re all coming from?”

“I don’t know. They’re building more houses at the top of the hill, maybe they’ve been disturbed?” 

He took the wineglass from her hands. Before she could protest, he used the glass bell to capture one of the insects. Instantly, it made a high-pitched squeaking sound, angry at being caught. She was surprised how clear it was; she knew that they would make a noise when threatened, but she had never heard one so loud. Robert spun it around in the bottom of the glass, made it squeal even more. 

She heard a rustle and a thump from behind the fence. 

“Hilary?” she called out. “Is that you?”

There was sounds of grunting and sniffing, that heavy, dragging noise again. 

“We were going to pop round and see you,” she began.

“Fuck off!” came an acidic shriek from the other side of the fence. “Leave us alone!” 

“Wow,” Robert muttered under his breath. He locked eyes with Maureen. “What’s that all about?” Maureen shook her head, unable to answer his question.

“Hilary?” she called out gently. “Are you okay? Is there a problem?”

Another grunt, more sounds of shuffling and rustling, like a pile of dead leaves being blown by the wind. 

“You’re the problem! You are! We don’t want you here. Go away!”

“Let’s just leave it,” Robert said quietly. “She’s clearly not all there.” He made a spinning motion with one finger at the side of his head. Maureen shook her head. 

“No. Just wait a minute. Maybe she’ll calm down.” She walked closer to the fence, spoke as calmly as she could. Her heart was pounding and her palms felt slippery with nerves. She always hated any kind of confrontation. 

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Hilary. Can we talk for a moment, see if we can find a solution to all this?” 

“No! Go away!” 

Maureen sighed, unsure how to continue. She reached upwards and put her hand over the top of the thick wooden slats, trying to avoid touching any of the beetles. She hoped Hilary could see. Hoped it might spark some kind of a connection.  

“Hilary, are you well? We just wanted…” she was cut short by a violent bang from the other side of the fence. The fence shook and she stumbled backwards. A nail, not fully driven into the wood, grazed the fleshy part of her forearm, and she yelped in shock and pain as blood oozed swiftly from the wound.

“Right,” Robert growled, “I’m going round.” Before she could stop him, he had unbolted the side gate and strode away. 

She heard him as he rounded the path. He stalked across Hilary’s garden and rapped his knuckles on the side of the wooden gate. 

“Hilary?” he called loudly. “I think we should talk.”

Maureen heard shuffling and grunting from behind the fence, the sound of something large and heavy being dragged. She heard the scrape and shove of many bolts being pulled back and the creak of the gate being opened. 

“Hilary? Is that you?” Robert asked again, but he barely had time to get the words out before he was cut off by the sound of an incoherent scream. It was an animalistic sound, barely human, the sound of pure rage and hatred. Maureen felt herself grow suddenly very afraid. 

“Jesus! Stop!” Robert cried. “What the fuck’s the matter with you?” 

The screaming continued, intensifying in both volume and pitch. Maureen winced, a sharp pain pierced her head just behind her eyes. Through the audial chaos, she almost thought she could make out words. Words she didn’t recognise or know the meaning of, but which somehow chilled her heart ice cold. 

She heard Robert yell again, but she couldn’t make out what he said. Another voice cut through the din; another man. She paused, tried to focus on the voices and not on the terrible shrieking noise. She heard someone say “come away” and “leave it alone”, and the side gate clicked as Robert and Paul came into the garden. Blood was pooled under Robert’s nose and he was clutching at his head. 

The screaming stopped. Maureen heard a door slam and then nothing more. 

Her ears rang from the aftermath of the terrible noise. 

“Robert? Are you okay?” She rushed to his side. Paul was holding him under his shoulders, keeping him upright and steady.

“Did she hurt you?”

Robert groaned a little. When he spoke he sounded groggy and slurred as if he were very drunk. 

“Yeah. Nah. I don’t know. There was noise. She screamed at me. Why did she scream at me? Oh. I got a nose bleed. Did you hear the screaming, babe?”

Paul took him into the house, and sat him gently on the sofa. Maureen grabbed a box of tissues and passed them to Robert. He took one, pinched his nose hard and leaned forwards in the chair.

Paul sighed and straightened up. 

“I warned you not to bother her,” he said, wearily. 

Maureen looked up quickly. 

“What do you mean? Is she sick or something? Is she mentally ill?” 

Paul sighed again.

“No. Not sick. We don’t know what she is. We don’t like to pry.” 

“Well, she needs some help. I mean, she’s clearly struggling.”

Paul laughed, a humourless laugh.

“Oh, no. Whatever she is, she isn’t struggling. It’s everyone else who lives around her, who knows what she can do, who struggles. Mostly we just put up with it, we do what we can to keep her satisfied. She can be useful too, you see, especially if someone undesirable moves into the area, but every once in a while, she’ll go too far. I suppose we could have warned you better. Especially with you living right next door to her.” He scratched the stubble on his chin and looked thoughtful. 

“She got lonely, after her husband passed. Lonely yet angry as well. That’s always a bad combination. Especially for someone with her… skills. Her hatred was so strong, so passionate. Towards everyone involved in the building projects; for those who took the houses. We don’t know exactly how it happened, but she found herself some new friends. ‘Familiars’, I guess you could call them.

“They changed her. They made her powerful.

“I really had hoped if you just ignored her, she would ignore you. I thought you were different. You might have had a few good years at least.” He gestured at the Peace Lily sitting on the dining table, its leaves now drooping and tipped with brown. 

“You had to meddle, didn’t you? Even though I warned you not to.” 

Maureen blinked, unsure if she had heard him right.

“Meddle?” 

“Yes. You meddled. You had to go and try be ‘neighbourly’, to say hello. It never works. If it helps any, she can’t really help it. Her friends never let her out of their sight. Won’t ever let her leave. My guess is, they saw you as a threat. That’s usually the case. So I suppose you’ll be next. Such a shame.”

He patted Robert on the shoulder, reached out and gave hers a gentle squeeze too, before walking towards the door.

“I’m sorry,” he said, although the tone of his voice lacked any remorse. “We quite liked you. Maybe it won’t be so bad this time.” 

Before Maureen could reply, he had left the room. She heard the front door click closed as he departed. 

Robert was still hunched over, holding his nose. 

“Did you hear that, Robert?” she asked, unnerved. “What do you think he meant?”

“What?” Robert mumbled in reply.

“What Paul just said, about me meddling. About warning us. Familiars and powers, and other weird stuff.”

“Paul was here?” He sounded groggy and tired. His voice was small and seemed to come from very far away. Maureen knelt down in front of him, lifted his chin slightly so she could see him better.

“Are you okay? Paul brought you back home, darling. He was just here.”

“Back home? Where was I?” 

Maureen felt her blood chill. A ghostly finger traced the length of her spine. 

“Robert, what’s wrong? Are you sick?”

“No. Not sick. I think maybe… maybe I hit my head, eh? I can’t remember. I’ve drunk too much, I reckon. I’ll just have a lie down for a bit.” 

His voice sounded so different. So unlike him. Gravelly, yet strangely high-pitched. He kicked his jandals off his feet and swung his legs up on the sofa, wriggling down onto the cushions. Maureen was glad to see that his nosebleed seemed to have stopped, but still she felt anxious and uncertain what to do. Robert didn’t appear to remember anything about what had just happened. 

She watched as he rested both his hands on his chest. He closed his eyes and his breathing slowed, as he drifted into sleep. 

She sat down on the floor next to him, her hand resting on his arm. If he had hit his head, perhaps he’d concussed himself. Going to sleep could be a bad thing. She should wake him up, she knew, but she also felt tired. So very tired. The cut on her arm was stinging. It needed cleaning. Some antiseptic. But she was simply too exhausted to be bothered. 

Maybe that wine was a bit strong. 

Maybe the heat had got to her. 

Maybe just... a little nap... would be nice...

She rested her head on Robert’s chest and fell unconscious. 




Michael and Luke got back home much later than they had intended to. The game of football with their friends had become much bigger and more serious when some boys from a different school had joined in and challenged them all. Much later, after a score of three-nil to Michael’s team, there was taunting and celebrating; much drinking of pop and eating of hot chips. On Luke’s insistence, Michael had eventually agreed that they should go home, or else face their parents’ wrath.

The house was empty when they arrived, but the car was still on the driveway. The back door was open, swaying slightly as a rising wind pushed it to and fro. Oscar was asleep in his bed, only waking when Luke stroked the back of his ears. The boys searched the house together, then the garden and garage, but neither their mum or dad could be found. The puppy followed them and ran around on the grass for a while. He sniffed and whined and refused go come back inside. Michael rang their father’s mobile, only to find it underneath the sofa. Their mother’s was still in her handbag in the hallway. 

Luke was worried and started to cry, but Michael told him not to be so soft, that they were probably just next door or something. 

Neither of them noticed Oscar barking excitedly at the two brown wētā sitting on the deck outside, one with a damaged leg.


From The Deep




He was scared of the sea. Always had been, ever since he was a tiny baby. I never knew why. It bothered Bekkah but it never bothered me. I always thought that he simply needed time to feel ready. To learn to love it like I did. 

Everyone told us we just had to keep taking him to the water, show him how fun and beautiful it was. Every sunny day, whenever we could, we went out to the one of the bays: Scorching, Lyall or Worser. They were all safe and clear, and the waters were mostly warm, especially in the summer. But no matter what we did, if we tried to take him into the water, he would cling to us and cry. 

My mother got frustrated once, grabbed him from my arms and carried him into the ocean. I was sure his terrified screams could be heard several kilometres away, probably as far north as Porirua. She sat him down in the shallows, barely two inches of water, and he struggled and flailed and scrabbled for the shore. His face turned grey with fright. 

It wasn’t the water he was frightened of, we had no difficulty bathing him, or even sitting him in a paddling pool. No, it was only the ocean. 

He was seven when the Southern Right whale came to the harbour, five years after Bekkah had gone, and it was the first time I had ever seen him interested in going near the waterfront. We watched it together, swimming around near Carter Fountain in Oriental Bay. I gave him my binoculars and he sat, entranced, for almost an hour. Afterwards he handed me the lenses and said solemnly, “She is here to warn us of the Beast, Daddy.” 

I asked him many questions, but he would not elaborate, nor offer any kind of explanation. He merely shook his head and said nothing more. 

At home he drew a picture of the whale in the harbour, followed by a monster with giant tentacles. I asked him why. He said it was the Beast. 

We had been to Te Papa, the museum of New Zealand, a few months ago, and we had seen the Colossal Squid. A massive, sea-dwelling invertebrate, the very biggest of its kind, it was the only specimen on display in the world. He had been enthralled. 

Afterwards, at the library, I had read to him about the Māori legend of the great fisherman Kupe; how he had chased the monstrous octopus, Te Wheke-a-Muturangi, down the eastern coast of Aotearoa. The story went, that as their battle moved across the ocean, the octopus used its giant tentacles to try and smash Kupe’s canoe. He jumped from his boat onto the monster’s head and struck it with his weapon — his taiaha. The force of his blow was so mighty, the creature was rent in half. Its eyes flew through the air and landed in two different places, where they both turned to stone. Kupe was victorious. The monster vanquished. 

I remember that he had seemed both scared and thrilled by the tale. He’d acted out the story with the help of his plush toys and a plastic sword for many days afterwards. 




I didn’t think too much about the picture, I assumed that his imagination had triggered some memory and sparked an urge in him to draw such a thing, until my mother came around to our house the next day. She asked him about his drawing, and he told her the same thing. Except this time he added with great conviction, “And the Beast is coming for me.”

My mother sat down next to him and asked him why he would say such a terrible thing. He said that the whale had told him, in his dreams. He said he could feel it coming. It had been asleep for a long time, but now it was waking up. Every time the ground shook, he told her, it was the Beast unfurling its giant tentacles, getting closer and closer to the shore. 

My mother laughed and ruffled his hair. She said she was delighted to know that he had such a vivid imagination, but the shaking earth was due to faults in the tectonic plates. Earthquakes, not monsters.

He looked at her, screwed up his face and said, “You’re wrong, Grandma. There is a Beast in the ocean. I know there is.” 

He took himself to his bedroom with his drawing pad and pens and refused to talk about it any more. He went into what my mother calls ‘shut down’. He became so engrossed in his work, he was oblivious to anyone and anything around him. 

I have to admit, the new pictures he drew disturbed me. So many images of giant, bloody tentacles. They were wrapped around screaming people and draped over the masts of boats. In one, they wound their way into the city, oozing over the roof of Te Papa.

He had always been a remarkable artist for his age, but these pictures were strikingly realistic. They were minutely detailed and horribly graphic. Far too violent for the mind of a child. When I asked him about them, he would either ignore me, pretend he hadn’t heard, or tell me he was simply drawing his dreams.

Eventually I took him to see our doctor. I was worried that he seemed to be so withdrawn, that his nightmares and the things he was drawing were a sign of something more concerning. I didn’t know if this was linked to some repressed memory. I wondered if he was finally processing the loss of his mum. If he was struggling with that. 

The doctor was wonderful with him, and he spoke more openly with her than he ever had with me. He told her all about his dreams of the Beast and the whale. He spoke about dolphins and rays entering Wellington harbour, trying to warn those on the land. He told her that most people had forgotten how to talk to those creatures, and more importantly, how to listen. When the orcas came, he said, the Beast would not be far behind, and people would need to keep away from the sea. 

She asked him why he seemed so sad, and he told her it was because he knew the Beast was coming. It would take him, just like it had taken Momma, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. 

I was shocked, he’d never spoken of Bekkah like this, but the doctor talked to him calmly, and made no effort to convince him he was wrong. She nodded her understanding and asked why he thought it was coming for him; why him and not someone else? He said it was because he knew the Beast was real. Because he could talk to, and with, the creatures of the sea. That everyone else believed in earthquakes but no-one wanted to believe the truth. He said there had to be a sacrifice to keep the city safe. 

Afterwards, she told me that she thought it would be best if she referred him to another doctor just in case. Dr Ames was a specialist in the field, she said, and a very good friend of hers. I got scared and almost burst into tears, but she put a gentle hand on my arm and told me not to worry, that this kind of thing was very common in children. There was nothing obviously physically wrong with him, and this was probably a phase. His imagination running away with him. Perhaps he really was finally feeling and understanding the loss of his mum. 

“I’m sorry,” she said gently. “Could I ask you; how did his mother pass?”

“It was a car accident. A drunk driver on the highway. Nothing to do with the sea at all.” 




When we got home I sat him on the sofa next to me. He watched cartoons while I checked the news on my tablet. There were dolphins in the waters off Tarakena Bay. He read over my shoulder and gave a sad little smile. 

“It won’t be long now, Daddy.” 

I did cry then, and hugged him as tightly as I dared. 

A few days passed without him drawing any more pictures, and I was hopeful that perhaps the phase had passed, but he awoke screaming in the early hours and I ran to his bedside to comfort him. He would say nothing of his nightmare, only slung his arms around my neck and sobbed until there was nothing left. He slipped down, exhausted, onto the blankets, and fell back into sleep. I picked him up and carried him to my bedroom. I needed him beside me. To know he was okay. When I asked him about it in the morning, he claimed he didn’t remember a thing. 

That afternoon my sister, Tasha, sent me a photo she had taken of Eagle Rays in the harbour, swimming in Whairepo Lagoon. I kept the picture hidden so as not to upset him or encourage a repeat of before. I knew that the occurrence of these creatures was quite common, but still I couldn’t help but feel uneasy. 

It was almost two weeks later, and he had drawn no more frightening pictures, when he asked me if we could go to Tarakena Bay. He said we could watch the ferries sailing past and aeroplanes flying overhead, and maybe we could hunt for pāua shells. I was nervous, but also I didn’t want to discourage him. It was the first time ever he had asked to spend any time near the sea. I said we could take some food, maybe walk around Moa Point and make a day of it. He agreed, and I bundled snacks and drinks into a large bag. He seemed excited and happy, keen to be getting out of the house. 

We took a bus from our house to Moa Point Road. We could have walked the whole way, but I didn’t want to tire him out too early. It would be nice to spend some time together in the sun. I watched him skipping down the path in front of me, his sunhat flopping around his face, his jandals slapping on the ground. He turned and smiled at me; his cheeks were framed by curls, a gap in his mouth where he was missing a baby tooth. I saw so much of Bekkah in him. My beautiful boy. 

He looked at me for a long time, holding me in his gaze, before mouthing, “I love you, Daddy,” and setting off at a run towards the rocks. 

I dropped the bag and started after him, shouted his name and told him he had to stop. He ignored me and carried on, heading straight for the sharp edges that cradled the water. He kicked off his jandals and began to climb on the rocks. I was surprised at his speed and terrified that he would fall. 

I called his name so many times, but he did not look back. Eventually he stopped at the very top of one of the rocks. He wasn’t high up, but he was far out towards the water. I caught up with him and began to clamber up behind him. He turned and put his finger to his lips. 

“Wait, Daddy,” he said. “The little whale is here.” He pointed out across the bay and I looked out in the direction he showed. I saw movement in the water, a flash of black and white. 

“Come down,” I said to him, quietly. “Come back to me.”

“I can’t, Daddy,” he replied. “She’s here to help me.”

I moved towards him, intending to grab him, to stop him from moving any closer to the edge. 

“Daddy, no!” he cried out, just as I was about to grasp his leg. “I must listen! It’s important!” 

The orca was swimming in circles in the water, making clicks and whistles as it moved. If I didn’t know better I might have believed that it was trying to communicate with my son. He was listening intently, and replying with sounds of his own. Of course that was impossible. No matter how earnest he seemed, or how strongly he believed, he could not speak to sea creatures. Could he?

I watched him for a moment before I reached out quickly and snatched him from the rock. He struggled and screamed. 

“No, Daddy, no! Put me down! Put me down!” 

I dragged him away from the ocean, as he writhed and kicked in my arms, landing hard blows from his heels on my bare legs. 

Behind us the orca leaped out of the water, covering us with spray as it landed. I could hear it chittering as I fought with my struggling child. He kept shouting that I had to let him stay. That the Beast was coming, but he knew now how to beat it. That the orca had told him the special words.

I was tired. Frustrated. Scared. 

After one more kick I reacted without thinking. 

I slapped him. 

He stopped shouting, merely looked at me with his big, sad eyes. I apologised immediately. I had never, ever hit him before, and I promised him that I would never do it again. A livid mark blossomed across his cheek. I leaned down to kiss him and he flinched away from me. I went to speak but then I saw his eyes widen and his jaw fall slack as he stared over my shoulder. I turned, and something hard yet strangely rubbery, like the edge of a heavy bicycle tyre, struck the side of my face. 

I was dazed and I stumbled, but did not fall. I looked around, trying to see what had hit me, and I saw my son standing once again on the rocks. He was standing in a starfish pose — legs wide, arms outstretched, his head tilted upwards to the sky. An unholy wail was coming out of his mouth. 

I saw the sea churn and seethe before him, as if the very waters were boiling. Giant tentacles rose from the waves, grasping at the air, thrashing and flailing among the surf. They came so close to him that I was sure he would be smashed against the rocks or tossed into the sea. I shouted his name, but he did not respond, and I tried to run towards him. I was hurled backwards by the blow of a massive tentacle, and thrown to the ground. 

Two eyes emerged from the water and fixed themselves upon him. I remembered the Colossal Squid on display at Te Papa, how huge it was. That was a mere baby compared to this monster. The creature was immense. Each eyeball was easily the size of a car, set into each side of its bulbous head. Its black pupils were fixed upon him, unblinking and intense. I watched as it rose up, grabbing the rocks with its giant arms, using its suckers to heave itself out of the water. 

It snapped its tentacles in the air, twisting so close to his body that I felt sure they would engulf him and drag him down to the depths of the sea. I was terrified I might lose him. I could not let this Beast take my child away from me. I picked myself up and ran to the rocks, reaching up to grab his legs. I looked up, saw his face; something made me pause. 

He stood stone still on the edge. His wail deepened to a mournful bellow, like that of a frightened cow. But he didn’t seem frightened. In that moment he seemed bigger and stronger than I had ever seen him. No longer a child; now he was a great warrior and a protector of the sea. 

Finally, he grew silent. The creature stopped, its tentacles calm and still. Both of them seemed to be regarding each other carefully. Staring each other down. He put his hands in the air and spoke; words I did not know, in a tongue I had never heard before. It made me think of the land and the sea, of a language as old as the Earth. Whatever he said, he said it with great strength in his voice. This was a declaration. An admonishment. A demand that could not, and would not, be ignored. 	

The monster bobbed in the water before him. It looked like it was thinking. Contemplating its next move. As if it were far more sentient than it had any right to be. Slowly, I saw it recede. Its eyes began to sink beneath the surface. Its tentacles twirled and fondled the air before disappearing into the waves. 

He scrambled from the rocks and I threw my arms around him and kissed him, over and over and over. I took his hand and pulled him away from the water’s edge, and this time he came without resistance. 

“I did it, Daddy,” he said with a gleeful grin, almost as wide as his whole face. “I kept the city safe.”

“You did. My little warrior.” 

We were almost at the path when I heard the splash behind me. Felt a giant band wrap itself tightly around the full of my chest and haul me off my feet. 

I heard him shouting as I was dragged backwards to the water. 

“No! You can’t! I sent you away! You can’t take my daddy from me!”




It’s cold and black. I can’t see anything. There’s blood on my face; it runs into my eyes. A pounding pressure crushes my chest. I’m clamped in an iron vice; squeezed so tight it makes my face bulge. The weight of it; oh, God, I can barely stand the weight. I struggle to breathe. Bubbles of spit cling to my lips; every breath I take arrives with a wheeze and rattles around my crumpled lungs. Every part of me is broken. 

I tilt my head to the left and I can just make out the shape of her, slumped in the seat beside me. Except she’s not there any more. I know straight away that she is gone. 

I hear him wailing from behind me. I try to call out to him, to tell him it’s okay, that I’m here, but I can’t speak. My voice catches in my throat and leaves nothing but a painful, bloody burble. I hope to God that he’s not hurt. 

This moment, I know I won’t ever be allowed to forget it. Our life is ripped and turned as topsy-turvy as the mangled car. Everything we knew, every happiness we’d found, snatched from us all in an instant. 

It’s just me and him now. 




“Daddy!” 

I heard him crying out for me. I had to get back. 

I clawed at the rocks, desperate to gain purchase, to stop myself from being plunged into the churning waves. The Beast was strong and fast, I had no chance to grab a hold. A pāua shell grazed my fingers, and I snatched it without thinking, or knowing why. 	

The edge of the shell had been ground by the waves, making it razor sharp. I hacked at the tentacle as it began its descent into the water. It was like trying to fell a tree with a butter knife, but I was determined. This monster would not take me away from my child. He would not lose me too.  

The skin split and black slime oozed from the wound. I slashed harder, plunging the keen edge of the blue-green shell into the Beast, gouging it with all my strength.

The tentacle’s grip seemed to loosen. I kicked and writhed and twisted my body until I could slither free. I took a deep breath and started swimming for the shore, trying to avoid the rocks in the water. I knew they were rough and jagged, and could cause me even greater harm. 

A heavy weight came down on my back, forcing me deeper underwater. My cheek grazed the edge of the rocks. I felt my flesh split, and hot blood rushed from the wound. I pushed away with my feet, reaching for the surface. I gasped for air as my head broke the surf. I could see the shadows underneath the water as the monster rose to catch me. The clear blue painted black as it bled. 

A sacrifice. That’s what he had said it had come for. Was that me? Could I save the city and my son by letting go? 

No. To hell with that. He needed me.

I took a breath and filled my lungs and dived back under the surface of the waves. The Beast was rising to meet me at great speed. I had no time to think. I aimed for its head, the pāua shell held out in front of me. We regarded each other, the monster and I, as we swam towards one another, aiming our bodies like fighter pilots aim their guns in the sky. 

Its one eye was bigger than my whole self. Yet I was not afraid. I plunged the shell with all my might into its giant head; slicing and chopping and tearing at the soft tissue. Its tar-like blood stained the water, covering me as I fought. I did not stop. I opened up a gaping hole; a vicious, ragged maw. The creature shrieked and writhed, it thrashed its tentacles and tried to throw me off. 

My anger sustained me. My love for my child made me determined. I did not stop. I could not stop. I would never, ever cease fighting. Not while I still had breath in my lungs and strength in my hands. For the memory of Bekkah. For my boy. 

The Beast was viciously wounded. Quite clearly in terrible pain. The thrashing ceased, the monster relented. It twisted and pushed itself away from the bay, headed out towards the open ocean. I swam, exhausted yet victorious, back to the shore. It was not dead, perhaps not even fully vanquished, but if it ever dare return, we would be waiting. I would be ready.

My son stood at the edge of the shore. His eyes and arms wide open. His expression a mixture of pride and awe. I was his Warrior Father. Together we were protectors of the city, and the land on which it stood.  

I ran towards him and lifted him high.

“You did it, Daddy! You beat it! You won!”

I kissed him many times and spun him round in my arms. 

“We did it,” I told him. “You and me together.” 

“Always,” he replied, and reached out to me. He put one small hand over my heart.

Behind us, the water shone and rippled, as the Beast dived down to meet the dark.


Whispers




She swims in silence. She feels the movement and sees the spray, as she is tossed and turned in the water, but she hears nothing of the churning waves as they hurl themselves into the shore. The birds that swoop through the long, white clouds move without heraldry, lost in the hush of their soundless wings. The absence of noise is tranquil, it brings with it a great sense of calm. She kicks with her legs, pushes with her arms, and propels herself along with the gentle current. She drifts in parallel with the golden beach. 

She spends almost an hour in the ocean. Sometimes swimming out as far as she dare go, where her feet can no longer touch the bottom, other times simply floating on the surface, enjoying the feeling of her body being weightless and free. When she finally heads back to the shore, the light is fading on the beach, leaving long shadows on the water. 

She walks through the shallows, feeling the tide pull at her ankles, as if begging her not to leave. A brazen wind rifles through her hair, tousles wet strands across her face. She senses a change in the air. A sharp snap, a feeling of pressure. 

Grey clouds swirl over the ocean in the distance. A storm is coming. She remembers the news announcing it this morning; warning people to be prepared. It has been talked about by the media for many days prior. There were suggestions that this one could be a big one; a force to be reckoned with. Such warnings are not unusual. They frequently turn out to be overly dramatic. It takes much more than the threat of a strong wind to worry a Wellingtonian. She, like most others, is not particularly concerned. 

At her car, she strips out of her swimsuit and dries herself, dresses in denim shorts and an oversized T-shirt. She looks out at the sea for a moment, watching as the sun begins to dip below the horizon, the sky lit up with vivid streaks of red and orange. Colours so bright and complex no painter could ever hope to capture them exactly. The clouds above grow shadowy and more sinister, slashing thick, black streaks across the vibrant glow. Like the dark hand of the Devil reaching out to destroy the world’s light. 

She opens the glovebox and takes out a small box. Puts her hearing aids into her ears and turns them on. 

Immediately her head is filled with noise. 

She is used to this, but still she hates it. It always feels so violent and jarring. The silence brings to her its own music after a while, a gentle whisper, the sensation of a tender caress. All sounds are too loud after that. She has been deaf since she was four years old, worn hearing aids since she was six. She cannot remember what the world sounded like before that. She is given a glimpse into the lives of those who hear normally, thanks to two small pieces of technology, but they come with their own problems and limitations. She wonders sometimes if it would not be easier to simply take them out, throw them as far out into the ocean as she can. What might it be like to fully embrace the silence, instead of always trying to find her place amongst the noise.

She shuts herself inside the car, takes a breath before turning the ignition. She doesn’t want to go home. Back to the arguments and the accusations. Feeling like she is always misunderstood. She wants to stay here by the ocean, watching as the sun disappears. She can think here, put aside her worries for a while. 

She turns the ignition and starts to pull out into the road, when a loud thump on the bonnet startles her. She is scared for a moment that she has hit someone by accident, maybe a cyclist or a pedestrian she did not see. She looks up to see a boy, perhaps sixteen years of age, his open palm resting on the car. He looks frightened. He realises she has noticed him and runs around the front of the car to the driver’s side door. Instinctively, she flicks the lock and moves away from the glass. He leans into the window, shouting through the glass. She cannot properly hear him, but she can read his lips. 

“Let me in!” he is demanding. “Please, let me in! I can hear them coming!” 

She shakes her head. She does not know this boy, will not allow a stranger into her car, especially when she is on her own. 

“Go away!” she shouts back at him. “Leave me alone!”  

He grows more frantic, slamming his fists into the glass and clawing at the door handle. She reaches for the steering wheel and holds her hand on the horn. She needs to draw attention to herself, perhaps then he will go away. He puts his hands over his ears, screws up his eyes and nose. He shakes his head frantically, back and forth, as if the sound of the horn is hurting him. She takes her hand away, but still he reacts as if he is being assailed by some dreadful noise. 

She watches him from behind the glass. He keeps his hands clamped over his head as he stumbles into the road. She flinches, afraid he will be hit by a moving vehicle. His eyes are mostly closed, his head bowed deep into his chest, his hands claw at his ears. She watches in fear and disbelief as he thrashes and writhes around. Finally, he stops. He stands straight, and lets his arms fall to his sides, appears calm. He watches as a bus approaches on the opposite side of the road. He waits as it grows closer. It draws next to him, and he steps out deliberately into its path. His broken body crumples by the front right tyre. A pool of blood surrounds his head. 

She can’t look. She feels guilty. She feels sick.

Other people run across the road to help him. The bus driver gets out of his cabin, white-faced and shaking. She knows she should do something, but she has no idea what. She does not fully understand what has just happened. The wind whisks a piece of takeaway wrapper out of a nearby rubbish bin and flings it high into the air. She watches it as it dances in the dying sun before floating back down to the ground. She is frozen; torn between feeling like she should stay and wanting simply to run. 

She sees a woman walking her small dog on the path by the side of the beach. They seem calm and happy. She wants to warn them of the traumatic scene further down the road. The horror and the blood. 

The woman stops, puts her head to one side as if she has heard something she didn’t quite catch. Her face changes, her eyes grow wide. The wind whips the woman’s long hair across her face, wraps thick strands around her neck. She struggles to untangle it, pulls in vain at the tendrils that have wound themselves in tight knots. The dog starts barking. She can’t hear it, but she can see its open mouth and shaking body. 

The woman starts to panic, uses both hands to rip and tear at her hair. It’s no use. The woman is smothered and strangled simultaneously. She lets go of the lead, and the dog runs away. She makes no attempt to follow it, still wrenching at the hair that covers her face. As the woman spins and plucks at the air, she trips and falls, her head smacks hard on the pavement. A thin, claret river begins to trickle onto the path, mixing with the dust of golden sand.

She watches, terrified yet perversely enthralled. What should she do? What can she do? She has witnessed two strange tragedies in as many minutes. Her head is spinning. She puts the car in gear and pulls out into the street; the car tyres squeal as she slams her foot to the floor.  

She drives to the Botanic Gardens. She does not know where else to go. She needs to think. The Gardens are one of her Happy Places, somewhere she can go and be alone for a while; where she can enjoy the view and relax. She does not feel relaxed right now. She feels nervous and nauseated. She parks her car and walks to the bench by the Observatory which looks out across the city towards the harbour, and sits down. The wind is rough and angry; it stings her eyes, flicks at her skin, and rummages through her pockets. It plucks at her with needle-sharp fingers and whispers in her ears. 

She can’t hear it properly at first. It rushes around the microphones of her hearing aids and she can hear nothing but a meaningless roar. She listens, suddenly aware that she can hear voices beneath the rumble. Voices that say the most terrible things. She spins round, convinced there must be someone with her, someone playing a horrible prank, but she is alone in the gardens. No-one nearby who could be speaking. 

She listens again. The voices are difficult to make out clearly, she hears only one word in every five or so, but even those few are quite enough. They are telling her to do despicable acts, to commit atrocities either to herself or others. The whispers leak into her head, they squirm around inside her. She puts her hands to her face, digs her fingernails hard into her cheeks and leaves red half-moon shapes on her skin. She wants to drive her fingers deep into her eyes, to pluck her eyeballs from their sockets. She wants to plunge sharp objects into her skull; stick knives into her brain and gouge the sounds out of her head. The wind moans louder, more insistently. 

She rips her hearing aids from her ears. 

She is plunged into silence. The wind envelopes her; teases her; slaps her hard around her face. But she can no longer hear the whispers. Those hideous, parasitic words. 

She pulls out her mobile phone, thinks about her housemate. She knows that they were supposed to be going out this evening with their boyfriend. The boyfriend she does not like one bit and thinks is no good for her friend. Despite the harsh words they traded with each other earlier, she still worries, she still cares. She types a message. 

I’m sorry about earlier. Are you okay? Something really weird is going on in the city.

She sends it and waits for a reply. The message information says delivered but not read. She waits a little longer but there is no response. This is unusual, but she tries to quell the anxiety which gnaws away at her. Maybe they went to the cinema, or to a bar. Maybe they turned their mobile onto silent mode and haven’t heard it chime. Maybe. She left all her family behind her on the South Island; the friends she made at university have all drifted away. She doesn’t want to lose her housemate too. 

She starts walking back to her car, intending to head back home, but she stops when she sees a group of young men, dancing and hollering in the street near to where she has parked. They are half-naked and smeared with blood. They carry large sticks, knives and coils of rope with them. She cannot properly hear what they are shouting, but their wide eyes and ugly faces terrify her. She slips back behind a line of trees and dissolves into the shadows, hoping they have not seen her. She knows that if she puts her hearing aids back in she will be able to hear them better, will be able to hear if they move any closer to her, but then she might also hear those sickening whispers again. 

She risks another look; they are still too close for her to slip past unnoticed. They punch and wrestle each other to the ground, sometimes using their weapons to hurt one another. They stop fighting abruptly, and look down the road away from her. They must have heard or seen something she cannot. She sees them yell and raise their fists into the air. She looks past them and sees a woman, stumbling as she walks, her hands clamped to her ears. The men charge after her, and surround her. She cannot bear to watch any more. 

She dashes quickly to her car, keeping low and in the shadows as much as she can. The interior light flares as she opens the driver’s side door, and she scrambles to extinguish it before anyone can see. She locks the doors and sits low in the seat. If she drives away now she will have to go past those men. She is not sure if they will try to stop her. She thinks about the woman. All alone in the street. How the men surrounded her; angry and hungry and dangerous. She feels sick at the thought. She knows she must do something, anything, to help her. 

She sparks the ignition, drives towards the group. As she gets closer she flips the headlights on full beam and leans on the horn. All the men turn in unison to stare at her. The woman is lying curled up, knees to chest, on the floor. She revs the engine and aims the car at the nearest male. He stands in the middle of the road, sneering and defiant. He turns away, dismissive, as if he has assessed her and decided that she poses no threat to him. He lifts the stick he is holding and slams it down onto the woman’s back. 

She does not give herself any time to think things through, to fully consider the consequences. She stomps hard on the accelerator, blares the horn, and heads directly towards him. She truly believes that he will move, maybe at the last second. But he doesn’t, and she strikes him head-on. She does not hear the impact, but she feels it vibrate through the metal body of the car. He is thrown off his feet and tossed to the side in a crumpled heap. She has no idea how hurt he may be, how badly she may have damaged him. She is not a violent person, has never knowingly hurt another living thing before now. All her life she has caught spiders in a jar, and released them outside to freedom. She has never killed a single one. 

She freezes, horrified at what she’s done. The other men rush to the vehicle, start hitting it with their sticks and shouting. They pull at the door handles. They hammer on the glass. She is jolted out of her sudden paralysis. 

Move now, she thinks. Move or die! 

She pushes the pedal and pulls the steering wheel quickly, holding it at ninety degrees. She sends the car into a sidewise spin and knocks two of the men onto the tarmac. The woman has started to rise, is lifting herself slowly to her feet, still clutching her head. She manoeuvres the car as close to her as she can, reaches over and throws open the passenger door. 

“Get in!” she shouts at the woman, trying to keep her eyes on the mob at the same time. 

The woman is slow, too slow. She gets in the car but is grabbed by one of the men before she can close the door. She doesn’t think, simply drives forwards with the door still open. It snaps back, hits the man on the side of his head and he loses his grip on the woman. She keeps driving until she reaches the very end of the street where she can stop momentarily. The woman hunches over in the passenger seat, shaking and apparently crying. She can’t tell if she is hurt, traumatised or both. She has to get out of the car and shut the door herself. 

She drives away from the city towards the hills. They pass many people, some alone, some in groups. All of them are obviously either in some state of distress, or are the perpetrators of extreme violence towards the others. The wind howls and tugs at the car. Rubbish bins vomit their contents into the roads. Trees throw whole branches into their path. 

Eventually, she stops and parks up in a deserted car park, close to the edge of the Zealandia ecosanctuary. A bizarre thought enters her mind; she has never once visited the wildlife sanctuary in all the many years she has lived in the city. She wonders if the protective fence is doing its job. If it is keeping the many native species that live behind it safe. Or if the wind has possessed them too. 

She unbuckles her seatbelt and and tugs at the woman’s shoulder, trying to make her sit up.

“Look at me!” she yells. “I can’t hear you, but I’m pretty sure you can hear me. Look at me, damn it!” 

The woman continues to rock back and forth, holding her hands over her ears. Her clothes are torn and stained with blood in places, but she does not appear to be badly hurt. 

“I don’t know what’s happened to you, but I need you to listen to me. Look at me!” 

She can see the woman’s lips moving, she is mumbling something; maybe chanting or praying under her breath. She leans forwards, cups the woman’s face in her hands, and their eyes meet. She looks terrified. Carefully and slowly she puts her hands over those of the woman’s, presses them firmly against the side of her head. 

“Trust me,” she says, making the movements of her mouth slow and clear. 

The woman stops mumbling, grows calmer and still. She holds the woman’s face, makes sure she can clearly see her mouth. She hopes the woman can lip-read at least a little bit, but regardless, she will have to keep shouting. 

“I’m deaf,” she begins. “I’ve taken out my hearing aids and I cannot hear you. Okay?”

The woman simply stares at her, her eyes are wide and wet. 

“I’m not sure, but I think... I think there is something in the wind. I think if you can’t hear it, you are okay.” 

The woman still does not respond. She sighs deeply before continuing.

“My hearing aids are in my pocket. If you put them in your ears but don’t turn them on, they should act like earplugs. They might block out the noise and make it quiet. Do you understand?”

The woman looks momentarily confused before eventually nodding slowly. She knows this look, it is the delay as the brain decodes the information it has been given, filling in the gaps so as to make sense of the message.

“I’m going to have to take my hand off your ear, okay? Try to ignore whatever it is the wind makes you hear.”

She takes the box containing her hearing aids out of her pocket and opens the lid. Removes one of the devices and leans towards the woman, showing her the hearing aid as she does. 

“Ready?” 

The woman moves her hand. Instantly she screws up her face in either pain or distress. She pushes the plastic mould as deep as she can into the woman’s ear canal. It is awkward as it is designed to fit only her ears, not those of another, but eventually she manages to get it into place. She pulls the plastic tube up and around, and sits the aid behind the woman’s ear.

“Okay?” 

The woman nods, explores the device with her fingers.

“Don’t turn it on,” she warns quickly, shaking her head and moving the woman’s hand away. “Okay, let’s try the other one.”

She repeats the process on the other side.

The woman sits quietly, occasionally pulling at the moulds. They are clearly uncomfortable, not made for the shape of her ears. The wind pummels the car repeatedly, knocking on the doors and demanding to be let in. 

She taps the woman gently on her arm. Makes her look up at her face again. 

“Can you hear me at all? Can you read my lips?”

The woman frowns. Replies. 

“A little bit.” 

“Do you know any sign language?” She makes the sign for NZSL with her hands. Two fists crossed over each other, turned and spread out to make a butterfly. 

The woman shakes her head. Says, “Alphabet.” She watches as the woman starts to spell the letters on her fingers. Index finger of her right hand to the thumb of her left, followed by both hands making joined circles. She shakes her head, motions for her to stop. 

“Too long,” she says. She takes her mobile from her pocket. Her housemate has still not replied, the message she sent is still showing as unread. She sighs again, opens up a text app and starts to type.

My name is Eleanor. What’s yours?

She hands the device to the woman. She reads and then adds her reply.

Merida. Thank you for saving me Eleanor.

She nods and types again.   

Are you hurt?

The woman’s face grows dark. She can only guess what kind of trauma Merida has gone through, and it is clear she is not eager to share. 

I’ll be okay. What are we going to do?

She shakes her head, unsure.

I don’t know. I think we are safe here in the car for now.

Her words express more confidence than she feels. The truth is she does not know if they are safe or not. She has no idea what is happening. 

The wind has swelled to gale force strength, it batters the car and shakes it as easily as a child’s play thing as they sit inside. She watches as the trees all around them bend like ballerinas, their leaves touching the ground. They are perhaps safe from the immediate effects of the wind, but the car could still be damaged by falling debris. 

She types again.

If it is the wind, do you think we will be safer indoors? Did you still hear it in the car before we blocked your ears?

Merida looks like she might burst into tears. The memory is clearly painful for her. She takes a moment before replying.

I don’t know what I heard. But it was everywhere. 

She watches the woman carefully. She doesn’t want to ask, but she knows she must.

Did you hear voices? Bad voices. Telling you to hurt yourself and others?

Tears well up in the Merida’s eyes. She blinks them away before nodding sadly. 

She watches the woman’s lips as she speaks.

“My babies...” 

She doesn’t dare ask any more. Doesn’t want to know, but the woman takes the phone from her and begins to type. 

I heard a noise in the garden. I went out to see what it was and to check on them. They were biting each other and covered in blood, and then I heard the voices….

She leans over and takes the device from Merida’s hands. Shakes her head. Says, “It’s okay. I don’t need to know.” 

She selects all the text on the screen and deletes it. Replaces it with fresh words. 

The wind could be confined to the city, maybe we should try to get out? We could go north and over the mountains?

Merida reads then nods her agreement.

Do you have anyone we should try to find and take with us?

This time she shakes her head and says, “Not now...”

Nor me, she thinks, or at least, it’s not likely. She can only assume her housemate has been caught up in this madness too. Prays to a God she is not sure that she fully believes in right now that maybe they escaped somehow. Are not being hurt, or hurting others.  	

She puts the phone in the space for holding coffee cups underneath the dashboard and clicks her seatbelt back into place. Merida does the same. As she turns the key and starts the car she notices that the petrol gauge is showing that the car is low on fuel. Certainly not enough to get them out and over the Remutaka Range.

She draws Merida’s attention and points to the dashboard. She mouths “petrol,” and Merida nods. She knows there is a BP station about two kilometres away in Karori. It’s not on the way to the highway, but she knows she can use the self-service app she has installed on her phone to fill up. They can avoid any contact with other people as much as possible. It could be dangerous. She hopes the detour is worth the risk. 			

They drive without speaking. There is little point in trying to communicate when neither of them can hear each other, and they are both lost in their own thoughts. She feels the anxiety and tension in the air between them, tries to drive as calmly as she can although she feels sick and shaky. 

The streets are deserted. Cars are abandoned at the roadsides; their doors left open, their occupants missing. She sees bodies on the pavements and berms. She sees small groups roving together, blood-soaked and equipped with makeshift weapons. She does not stick to the speed limit, slams her foot on the accelerator and gets out of the area as quickly as she can. 

At the petrol station she brings up the app she needs. She cannot see anyone — on the forecourt or otherwise. The wind is truly vicious now, rubbish and debris hurtle around the forecourt as if made airborne by invisible hands. Blustery weather in Wellington is not unusual, but wind this extreme is not normal at all. All the strange occurrences aside, the force and the destruction of the storm is on a scale that she has never before experienced.

Both women get out of the car. Merida stands by the bonnet, watching the street, her hands clamped tightly over her ears. She goes around to the back of the car and opens the petrol cap. She can barely stand upright against the onslaught of the gale. Even without her hearing aids she can hear a low hum as the wind blows around her face. She thinks she can hear an occasional whispered word, or maybe something that sounds like a rasping voice, but she forces herself to ignore it, focusing only on the task in hand. She knows that sometimes her brain makes her hear things that aren’t really there. Plucks sounds out of the silence and rearranges random noises to sound like speech. She tells herself this is just one of those moments. 

She places the nozzle in the tank and lets the pump do the rest of the work. She is watchful and wary, the dusk now given way to darkness, the road illuminated only by the street-lamps and the forecourt lights. She feels vulnerable, aware that she is standing underneath what is essentially a giant spotlight. Anyone can see her from the road or beyond. She wills the machine to hurry up. She doesn’t know how much time they have before they will need to get out. Eventually the nozzle twitches and the numbers on the display stop rising; fifty dollars worth of petrol pumped.

She sees a movement in the distance, of what, she is unsure. Merida has seen it too and she scrambles to get back into the car. She removes the hose, replaces the cap, and runs around the car to the driver’s side door. Merida is shaking in agitation, her gaze fixed upon whatever it is coming down the road. She glances up, lets out an involuntary gasp. 

A massive crowd of people, of maybe eighty or more, are moving down the road towards them, running almost as fast as the wind. Their mouths are wide open, she can see that they are screaming or yelling. A few are unarmed, but most carry weapons — sticks, poles, knives or ropes — just like the others she has seen. Some are dirty, most are bloodstained. Their hair is wild and matted, twisted and shaped by the force of the storm. They are heading directly for them.

She puts the car in gear but doesn’t move. She needs to think for a moment. They are coming from the direction she needs to go. If she drives away from them she will get forced deep into the hills. That way she can only go onwards towards Makara, a village on the coast, and she will have to do a long loop using the back roads into Johnsonville and to the highway. It will take them anything up to an hour, and they will most likely become trapped. If she goes through them, she can be on the State Highway in ten minutes. They can escape from all the violence. That of the people and the storm. 

She looks at Merida sitting beside her. She knows what she has to do. She doesn’t want to, but she has very little choice. She remembers the mob from earlier.

Move now. Move or die. 

The car slides slightly as the tyres skid on some oil or wetness on the forecourt. She keeps the vehicle as straight as she can, grips the steering wheel tightly in both hands. Her knuckles turn white with the effort. Merida sits rigid in the passenger seat; tight-lipped, wide-eyed, and bracing herself for impact. She revs the engine as hard as she can, tries to get as much speed up as possible. There is not much road between them and the crowd, and if she goes too slow, well, she doesn’t want to think about what might happen. None of the oncoming horde appears concerned that she is aiming directly for them. They run onwards to meet her, driven by the madness of the wind. 

She hits the first ones at 60 kph. They bounce off the bonnet and are hurled to the side, just like the man at the Botanic Gardens. The car sways and buckles, and she fights to keep it moving in a direct line. More and more bodies hit the car. The force of so many collisions creates a crack in the windscreen, but she cannot stop. 

She hits so many that the car starts to slow down, but she keeps her right foot pressed to the floor, keeps plowing through the throng. Some are hit and stay down on the tarmac, others get back up. Snapped bones and blood and jagged wounds show through their clothes and flesh. Damaged tissue peels like scarlet ribbons from their faces. Pieces of rough gravel are embedded in their skin. They reach for the car, and claw at the paintwork, trying to grab a hold of the door handles or side mirrors as she passes. They try in vain to make her stop. She can’t stop.

She wishes she could close her eyes, to block out the crazed expressions on their faces. But even if she could, she knows their dreadful features are already engraved upon her brain. She imagines them only like moths hitting the headlights. No matter how savage and menacing they seem, she knows she must not think of them as people. If she remembers that they are real human beings; people with lives and families and friends, she will be sick. She will take her foot from the pedal and the car will stall. She cannot allow that to happen, to herself or to Merida. She has a duty to keep moving, whatever the cost. She will say a prayer for each of them later, but right now she must survive. 

Eventually the surge of the crowd comes to an end. She pulls at a lever on the dashboard and  pumps cleaning fluid onto the windscreen. She wipes the gore and grime from the fractured glass and speeds onwards down the road. She drives past deserted coffee shops and takeaways. She cannot look back, nor think too hard about what she has just done. She deliberately does not look directly at Merida, nor into her rear view mirror. Whatever happens next, her life is changed. Irreversibly and forever.

Now they are alone with each other. Her and this stranger who sits silently, her eyes fixed only on the road ahead. This woman who she knows almost nothing about, and who knows very little about her. They have put their trust in each other, made an unspoken promise. She cannot guess what might be waiting for them beyond the city, what hides behind the hills. Whatever they both once had is gone, but maybe they can survive the future if they stay together. One way or another, she has lost most everyone else in her life. She is determined she will not lose Merida. She vows to keep them both safe. 




She drives in silence. She feels the movement of the car, and sees the road laid out in front of her, as she turns and guides the wheel, but she hears nothing of the low growl of the engine, choked up with pieces of God-knows-what. A sharp rush of icy air whistles through the crack in the windscreen, but she hears nothing of that either. Long clouds move quickly across an ink-black sky. They are driven by the roar of demons in the wind, gripped in the power of their wings. The absence of noise is frightening, it brings with it a great sense of terror. She pushes the accelerator almost to the floor, takes each corner as fast as she dare. 

She reaches out with her left hand, her fingers touching that of Merida’s. They intertwine, squeeze hard, and stay together. It gives her comfort. It gives her hope. It tells her everything she needs to know, without saying a single word. 

They ride together, up and away from the city, climbing out of the howling storm.
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