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      Hinewai fell with the rain. The patterns of drips and drops falling formed the outline of a girl, sketched her skin in silver; she had long, long hair, down past her waist, white as mist. She was a smudge, and then she was a shadow, and then she gathered her raindrop-self together and formed her old body again. It had been so long she’d nearly forgotten what it felt like to have hands, hair, to feel the touch of the world on bare skin and to smell smoke and salt and breathe it all in, breathe in the life of it. It smelled strange now, smelled of fabricated things that were far from familiar despite how she’d tried to learn of them: petrol-stink and damp concrete, and the filth that came of too many humans living too close together. Rain normally cleansed things, but here her rain did little.

      She’d chosen the wind city because it was less ugly than the others, and because wind meant life, and breath, and spirit – and change. She wanted change more than she wanted anything else in all this world.

      And at first no one saw her. At first she walked the straight-lined streets, a figure of clean white cold amongst all the hurrying humans, and they not a one of them knew she was there. She walked for a while, and grew worried, and entered one of their metal shell moving-things, a ‘bus’, gaudy yellow and many-wheeled. She sat and stared out the window at the humans passing by, and none looked back, and no one in the bus noticed her –

      Except –

      Yes, just there. The blond man on one of the seats across from hers had paused with his small plasticky black thing still held up to his ear. He looked away, and then looked at her again, frowning as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “Hang on,” he said to the black thing, cheerfully, “won’t be a sec, I’m hallucinating.” He flipped it closed and stared at her some more. He squinted one eye shut and then the other. He glanced around the bus, uncertainly.

      He was the first person in this human cityplace to notice her, and that, surely, meant…

      “Hello,” she said, serious and formal. “You must be my true love.” It was good that she had learned the new human language. She liked the old one better; the words had ended in vowel-sounds always, so that long strings of words blended together, made a kind of rolling rhythm like the falling of rain. This ugly new language was all harsh sounds and strange rules – quite a lot like the world in general seemed to be, now – and there were more words than there had any need to be. But it was necessary.

      He tilted his head to one side, then the other. Then he blinked a lot. Then he said, “As figments of my imagination go you’re not half bad. Better than that time when I had half a pack of aspirin by mistake and thought that the world was bright orange and my fingers were Tim Tams, anyway.”

      “… What?”

      “Well, you try trimming your nails when you think they’re made of biscuity deliciousness,” he said, absentmindedly. He shifted himself to sit closer to the aisle, craning across it to peer at her. He held out his hand as though to touch her to see if she was real, then pulled it back. “Heartbreaking, it really is.”

      Perhaps she hadn’t learned this language well enough after all. “You,” she said slowly, carefully. “Are not. Making. Sense.”

      “You really are quite naked, aren’t you,” he said distractedly. His window was cracked open as wide as it could go, and the wind stirred her hair even from where she was sitting; there were spirits in the wind, sometimes, ghostlings and dead things borrowing the wind’s breath in place of theirs that had gone, but if there were any in this breeze they were too small and weak for her to see. Or perhaps they were as deterred by this man’s nonsense as she was. She scowled at him.

      He snorted. “You’re not in any position to point fingers, pet. People in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones if they happen to be naked, inhumanly beautiful women.” He looked around. “That no one else can see, apparently. With hair as white as snow!” he said, and laughed, only a little hysterically. “Not just normal snow. The extra-white kind. This stuff is bleached. It beat Hitler at the Whiteness Awards.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry, that metaphor didn’t quite manage to make sense – don’t blame me, blame my brain,” he said, and closed both his eyes this time, and then opened them and said, “I’m really not sure why I expected that to work,” amused. He wasn’t shifting around so much; his panic was fading, then. Regrettable that his nonsensical babble hadn’t stopped. “Just saying. Weird fae girl just casually taking the bus? Not really something I expected to see.”

      He paused then. It was the first time he’d stopped talking.

      “I’m… not at all sure that I understand you,” she told him.

      “Well that makes two of us, pet. I’m rather inclined to think the blame rests squarely on your petite, elegantly pale shoulders. You should do something about the whole naked thing, by the way.”

      “I’m lost,” she said. He was her true love – what did it matter that she didn’t understand him? “I’m lost here, and I don’t understand anything. I thought this would be easier.”

      “Oh gods, you sound so much like me when I first came here,” he said, laughing. “Okay, here’s a tip: when you get a flat make sure it’s not next to a P lab. Looking back that was my first big mistake. Also, uh, general advice, right. Avoid murderers. Don’t feed pigeons or hipsters.”

      This man was very irritating and strange. “I don’t think you’re my true love,” she told him.

      “Well, that’s a relief. I was afraid we’d burst into song, and I really don’t think my coat would work well in happy Disney 2D. What exactly –”

      She did not much want him remembering this encounter, in case he thought to wonder who and what she was, later; so she made him forget.

      She had better things to do, so she perhaps didn’t weave the magic as neatly as she would ordinarily have done, not that it mattered. She stood up and walked away down the bus’s aisle, leaving him sitting there confused and disoriented, starting to bleed from his nose and ears, and the corners of his eyes, a little; his eyes were glazed and he was hunched over and making a frantic little sound in the back of his throat, not quite a whimper, not quite a whine. This was alarming, but a glance around was enough to show that still no one else had seen her. She left the bus and watched it drive away with him still curled up inside it – watched it a little wistfully, really. It would’ve been so much easier if he had been her true love. In a minute or two he’d be back to his normal blabbering self, unfortunately.

      Well. Maybe not. He did seem to have taken it badly.

      He’d be fine in a year or two, at the very most. It was no cause for concern. She dismissed it from her mind. He had been right, about no one seeing her – that would change in time, perhaps, as her tapu nature was worn away by exposure to heat and to people, but she should, perhaps, find clothes. And then a true love. Also, a flat.
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      Saint had shortish blond hair with a slight curl in it and a shiny charming smile like someone from an ad for toothpaste. He had a dashing coat and a friendly laugh. He had far more pride than an unemployed twentysomething really ought to.

      He’d spent the last few days roaming around town, trying quite insistently to get any sort of job, any other place to live – he’d nearly spent a night in the refuge centre, but his pride wouldn’t let him. Also it was a little hard to explain. Hey, I need a place to live. No, actually I do already have one – a near-stranger took me in and feeds me square meals and hasn’t asked for anything in return. Do I have any actual reason to distrust him? Well, he’s… nice…

      So here he was again, same old place same old flatmate, and it felt enough like a prison to set his teeth on edge.

      So, there wasn’t really any reason not to just spend the whole day sleeping, he figured.

      If there’s somethin’ strange in the neighbourhood… his phone jangled at him, obscenely cheerful. He snatched it up before it could ring out his sneaky stealthy geekery to all and sundry, and then fumbled it, and swore a bit and picked it up again. He wasn’t a morning person.

      “Hey,” he said, totally not yawning.

      There was a pause. Then Steffan said, “Are you awake?”

      “Me?” Saint said, rolling over on his back and looking at the ceiling with a thoughtful frown. It was quite a nice ceiling. He hated it. “Nope. Look at me, sleeptalking away. Damn I’m eloquent.”

      “Saint,” Steff said, slowly and carefully. Saint hated it when his voice got like that, all patient and methodical. That was a voice that belonged to the kind of man who would sit down and redo any maths homework he’d gotten bad marks on, just because he felt he should. You could practically hear his glasses when he spoke like that. “Please don’t tell me you were sleeping at four p.m.”

      “You woke me up,” Saint said lazily, “that’s the more important aspect of this. I’m the wronged party here. Hanging up is now in process! Please leave a message after the whatever.”

      Hanging up consisted of letting the phone drop from his hand to the floor. Then he rolled over, burying his face in mattress and flat pillow, letting sleep take him. Except it didn’t, for some reason. There was something jangling at the corner of his mind, something making unease scrape at his spine like little metal spiders. Oh, right, that dream –

      Oh, God, oh God oh God oh so very very God.

      Saint sat bolt upright so fast he cracked his head against the wall, fumbling for the phone, jabbing at buttons. “Awake yet?” Steff said. “You –”

      “There was a naked girl,” Saint said.

      “That’s… not exactly unusual for you. Congratulations, I suppose? Huzzah? Now –”

      “Not like that, pet.” Saint rubbed at his eyes and squinted at the walls of his room – he hated it, but it was still better to look at than nightmares. “It was… It was terrifying,” and he had to swallow to keep hysteria from his voice. He swallowed again, forced a grin and said, “It was horrifically traumatising, you have no idea. Her breasts.” He widened his eyes for bonus theatrics and stretched out his free hand. “They were just that big.”

      “Saint, this is really not the kind of thing I need to hear about,” Steff said, fast and flustered.

      “Like mountains. Shapely mountains.”

      “Saint.”

      “I’ll take pity on you just this once, as I’m such a good friend,” Saint said brightly. It was hard to keep up his normal chatter right now anyway. Coffee. Coffee would be good. Or whiskey. Actually, both. “What’s up?”

      “Just wanted to know if you were free tonight, but if you have company –”

      “Well I don’t now,” Saint drawled, pulling on his dashing handsome coat of dashingness.

      “Anyway. I just.” There was a longish pause, long enough for Saint to remember that, oh yes, actually wearing shirts under coats, that was a thing that people did. Screw it, it was four in the afternoon. He had pants, and that was plenty. “I just wanted to be sure to keep in contact with you,” Steff said eventually.

      “Mission accomplished, then,” Saint said. “All’s well on the Saintward front. Hang on a sec.” He hadn’t eaten much while he was jobseeking, and his stomach was informing him of that in no uncertain terms. He headed into the lounge, which would have been quietly pleasant if it weren’t for the presence of the Flatmate. Instead it was more sort of… loudly unpleasant.

      The hirsute mass was sprawled on the sofa, hopefully asleep. Good, that meant he could ignore him. Saint poked around the kitchen and sighed. Not exactly vast depositories of food going on, here. Cockroaches scuttled from the light. The pile of dishes by the sink was becoming alarming.

      “What’s wrong?” Steff asked.

      Saint had never quite gotten around to telling his friend exactly how embarrassingly broke he was. If he did, Steff would do that stupid-looking frowny thing he did, he just knew it. Not that he could really remember what Steff’s frown looked like any more. Huh. It had been a while.

      “My flatmate broke my waffle iron,” Saint said. “Guess it’s just, uh, Greek yoghurt for me today.” Was Greek yoghurt what rich people ate? It totally was. That and caviar, though hopefully not at once. “And baguettes,” he added, in a stroke of inspiration.

      “What,” said his flatmate from the sofa, indignantly. Saint turned to look at him, a little reluctantly; the Flatmate wasn’t really the kind of person Saint would’ve chosen to associate with if he’d been given the choice. He just… hung out all day venting his anger by playing the same Xbox games over and over again, killing endless NPCs, the controller cradled in his unnervingly huge hands. Plus he’d hooked up with at least three women in the time Saint had been here, and Saint hadn’t hooked up with any. “We don’t have a waffle iron.” The Flatmate paused. “Do you want a waffle iron?” he said, simpering a little. “You’re under my roof, I need to make sure you’re treated hospitable.”

      Saint rested his phone against his shoulder for a second. “Shh, sane people are talking,” he said, and held it back up to his ear, turning his back on the Flatmate’s irritated grimace. Never irritated enough, though – Saint could annoy him endlessly and the Flatmate was never irritated enough and it creeped Saint out a little, not that he’d ever admit that.

      “Saint,” Steff said, in that sanctimonious preachy voice he used nowadays, ugh. “Are you being a jerk to your flatmate again?”

      “Yes, well… ” Anyone who saw him this low and desperate bloody well deserved him being a bastard to them, even if they were actually weirdly nice guys that took him in when he didn’t deserve it and – pride demanded it, okay? “What can I say. Seeing a stricken kitchen appliance wounds me right to the core!” He struck his chest. “That tragic caterwauling you hear? It is my heart, rending in two. My very cardiac muscles are weeping as we speak.”

      “Operating under the admittedly viable theory that if I let you keep talking, you’ll never stop,” Steff said, “let’s meet up later, okay, yes, done –”

      “Traffic!” Saint said promptly. “Can’t. Traffic. Braving the streets at fiveish is insane.” Not that he had a car.

      “Take a bus, idiot.”

      A bus…

      “Saint,” Steff was saying, and then more urgently, “Saint,” and Saint forced himself to pay attention, blearily. He was swaying, the room too big, somehow, too strange, black spots swarming at the edge of his vision. He reached out and gripped the counter, hard, hard enough to make his knuckles white with the strain.

      “Sorry,” he rasped. Just. Buses. What the hell? Why would Steff just mentioning buses make him feel that terrified and broken and lost? That happened with people who’d suffered trauma – they’d be triggered by something reminding them of the traumatic incident, but – nothing traumatic had happened to him lately –

      A hand rested heavily on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” the Flatmate asked, head far too close, and Saint jerked away.

      “Leave me alone!”

      He yelled it far too loud, nearly screamed it. It echoed around the room. The Flatmate took a step back with his hands held up peaceably, and heaved a sigh. He looked… disappointed. Disappointed in an annoying, douchebaggy way, of course, but it still gave Saint a pang of guilt, remembering the disapproval in Steff’s voice. Saint had… difficulty trusting people, sometimes. He should probably apologise.

      “Are you okay?” the Flatmate asked again, eyes wide with concern.

      “Shut up,” Saint snapped at him. “… By which I mean sorry, yeah, I’m fine, sorry. Sorry, mate,” he said again, to his phone this time. He wondered if Steff had heard him yell. Probably.

      “Yes, you said. What’s wrong?”

      “Just… ” Buses. And that really shouldn’t have been terrifying, buses were the least terrifying thing in the world, but… “I just remembered my nightmare, that’s all.” His hands were shaking, a little.

      “You had a nightmare?”

      “Obviously!” He winced at how that came out, which must have been a lot more angrily and a lot less laconically than he meant it to, because Steff went all quiet. The Flatmate lumbered back into the lounge. Saint gripped the counter harder and took calming breaths. “Yeahhhh, suppose I owe you an explanation after that lack of composure there.”

      “Mmmm,” Steff said. “Yes, quite. You very nearly showed signs of actual emotions. For shame. Do better next time.”

      “There wasn’t a girl, this morning.”

      “What? But… ” It was weird how Steff could still sound so lost sometimes, even all grown up and clever and insufferable. “But you said there was.”

      “Well, you can’t rely on what I say, pet, I’m as shifty as a Shift key that’s decided on a life of crime. There was a girl and she – she was beautiful but beautiful in… ” How to describe it? “In strange ways.”

      A pause. “Eh?”

      “It was… There was something about the way she stood – I mean, sat, mainly. Uh, we were on a bus… ” The girl sitting across the aisle from him like she belonged there, staring at him with her wide dark eyes like pools of night and – gods, that was the most overdramatic description in the world but it fit, that was the problem. She’d been all sharp-angled, too much so, all the over-exaggerated beauty of a supermodel but taken even further, past the point of still looking human. Still far too captivating, all the same. He searched for words. “It was a dream, okay? You know how things work in dreams. She was just wrong.”

      “Okay, following so far. Wrong naked girl.”

      Saint grinned. “In any other context a rather pleasant-sounding scenario,” he said. “She was… she had all this long white hair, and that was fine, but then I looked into her eyes and they had black in them.”

      The Flatmate made a surprised little grunting sound. Saint ignored him. From Steff there was nothing but a confused pause, and then, “Most people’s eyes have –”

      “Solid black. Black all the way through. No pupil, no… iris? No iris, really. No colour at all, just this black blankness.” He half-hugged himself, absentmindedly, wrapping his arm around his chest. “It was terrifying.”

      “Okay,” Steff said, and then, after a pause, “Sorry? I mean, it sounds like it was… unpleasant?”

      “Yes,” Saint snapped. His friend was talking warily, like he wasn’t quite sure yet whether this was some odd joke that Saint was pulling. Which – fair enough, but. “She wasn’t human, see. Forgive me if I find that a little off-putting.”

      “Are you okay?”

      Saint forced himself to relax out of the rigid curl he’d tensed into, straightening his hunched shoulders, letting go of the counter. His nails had dug little gouges into the wood. “Naturally I am,” he said easily, “I’m lovably fearless. What the hell’s so important about this sudden urge for socialising, anyway? You could’ve just texted me, you know. That tends to cut down on unnecessary waking-me-up-unhealthily-early, which has been scientifically proven to cut down on grumpyface Saint. Then everyone can go on with their everyday lives of frolicking with kittens, unconcerned, little knowing the catastrophe they so narrowly avoided.”

      “Four in the afternoon,” Steff said stiffly. “That does not count as early to any reasonable person. What the hell have you been doing? Living it up, yes, message received on that front, but. Jesus. At least take something for your hangover, okay?”

      “I’m not hungover.”

      “Well take something for your nightmares, then.”

      “Nightmare,” Saint said, in the interests of correctness.

      Steff actually tutted, bless his darling little heart. “That’s what I said.”

      “No – nightmare, singular. It’s not like it’s some embarrassing bad habit, having nightmares all the time. This is the first. The grand premiere of Dreams Involving Scary Naked Alien Women, one night only, popcorn eight-fifty a box, buy tickets now!” He made a grandiose gesture, before realising that of course Steff couldn’t see it and letting his hand fall back to his side. “Hopefully,” he added, “there won’t be a sequel.”

      “They’re never as good as the first one,” Steff said, reflex-quick.

      Saint grinned. “You are a massive dork and I miss you intensely,” he said. And oops, that had actually been the truth, hadn’t it. “And I’d tell you,” he went on hastily. “If I really was all whimsical in the brainpan, I mean. I’d tell you so I could crawl sadly into your tender embrace and eat cookies and sob about my troubled phallic dreams into your sternly loving shoulder, don’t worry.”

      “There are so many things wrong with that sentence I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Just be glad I went with cookies instead of warm milk, which would’ve been a little awkward given the context.”

      “Uh, Saint,” the Flatmate said, and Saint gave an aggrieved look to no one in particular.

      “Hang on, the tumorous growth sharing my palatial apartment speaks at last,” he told Steff. “Yeah, what’s up,” he added, flat.

      “Be nice,” Steff said, and Saint closed his eyes.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be brusque,” he said, still facing the kitchen. “What’s up?”

      “Just,” the Flatmate said, in his stupid slow rumble of a voice, “this isn’t the first time. That you’ve had a nightmare, I mean. It keeps happening.”

      Saint turned around to tell him that, no, it was the first time, and it wasn’t like he could just forget something like that. He turned around with the memory of rain and blood and horror still on the tip of his tongue and –

      And he heard a growl instead of words, low and thick and menacing, and instead of an irritating guy sitting on the stained and battered couch there was a, a…

      The best word Saint could think of was ‘giant’. Which was stupid, but.

      This new creature was huge, impossibly tall, tall enough that it would have to bend half over to avoid braining itself on the ceiling if it stood up, though right now it was draped over the couch, all long, thick-furred limbs. There was something… simian about it, like a gorilla or some other kind of ape; its beard and hair were much, much longer and more ragged and tangled than the Flatmate’s hair had been, and it had hair all over the rest of it as well, furring its face and neck, even covering its hands, which were now tipped with very long yellowing nails, almost like claws. Quite a lot like claws.

      Saint whimpered.

      The thing that had been human a second ago was looking at him with glowering bloodshot eyes. “Saint… what’s… ” it said, and its voice had the same hollow, pounding quality that the growl had had; it was much deeper than a human voice, and the thrum of it was disorienting enough that for a second Saint didn’t notice that the thing had taken a slow step towards him as it spoke, unfolding from the couch like some huge furred spider.

      Not real not real not real not real, he thought, ferociously, a knee-jerk reaction. Because apparently when things went wrong he didn’t react with a clever quip or a dashing plan, just frantic denial. No no no no no no, he thought, and he thought it as strongly as he could. For a moment he saw both things at once, his Flatmate normal and human and that monster beast looming over him. Then the world snapped back into focus.

      “… wrong?” the Flatmate said, human, looking at him with vague concern. Everything was normal and the world was normal and absolutely nothing was wrong. “You gonna be sick or something?”

      Saint stared at him for a second with slightly glazed eyes. Steff’s voice was coming tinnily through the phone. “Call you back,” he said brightly, and flipped the phone closed and slipped it into his coat pocket.

      “Stop staring, then, if you’re fine,” the Flatmate said, almost a growl, and the hairs on the back of Saint’s neck stood up, just at the memory of that low reverberation, the sheer size of that thing. The Flatmate sat back down grumpily. “Is this one of your joke things? After I take you into my home and give you everything you need or want just out of kindness. You could at least try to be a tolerable human being, sometimes.”

      Saint went on with the blank staring. Hey, that strategy seemed to be working well enough so far, no sudden eviscerations or anything, if it ain’t broke don’t fix it. “I really,” he said, distantly, “I really don’t think you’re in any position to talk.”

      “Eh?”

      “I need to go for a smoke,” Saint said, abrupt. His fingers were twitching, and he knew craving when he felt it.

      “I thought you gave up,” the Flatmate said sharply.

      Saint smiled his sparkliest Colgate smile. “I’ll go pretend to smoke, then, it’s… it’s ever so dashing right now. In vogue.”

      The Flatmate snorted, and he was turning his attention back to his stupidly small TV now, oh thank the gods. Saint was trying to be decent to him, honestly, because the Flatmate was probably a good guy, but he just set Saint’s teeth on edge and oh was apparently a giant! “Because of course girls swoon over lung cancer,” the Flatmate muttered.

      “Ha, they do if it’s my lungs,” Saint said, and breezed out the door. And he made it up the few flights of stairs to the top of the building, too, without fainting even once, powered by panic and manic energy and the dizzying pulses of terror that the nightmare had given him. He felt better once he’d gotten out there, out in the fresh air and the height and the cold, with the city stretched out beneath him and the Wellington wind pulling at the corners of his coat.

      It did nothing to quiet the voice that had been chiming insistently in his head ever since he woke up, though. Crazy crazy seeing things, of course no one wants anything to do with you, arrogant and now insane, that’s really not a good combination –

      He was pretty good at ignoring that voice, though. He’d had practice.

      …Crap, all that and he’d still forgotten to grab a shirt.
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      The fact that Tony called her business Cheerful Dolphin Tours really says everything about her that you need to know.

      Most of the time she went out in the afternoon and early evening, when children were off school; this schedule suited her nicely, as it meant the hours before then could be devoted to boat maintenance, keeping track of her finances and thinking about how cute dolphins were. On the weekends she woke up early, though, which was never fun. At least she had a routine to get herself through it.

      Tony yawned her way through pulling on her practical tough clothes and equally practical pink gumboots – they had plenty of grip, that was what mattered – and then, at least somewhat more awake, chewed sleepily at muesli and flipped through her notebook to remind herself what clients she had lined up that day. She liked to try to remember their names if she could, as it made the experience more personal. She always had a nice steady flow of clients, mainly tourists from overseas but sometimes kiwis, and she made enough to keep the boat afloat and the bills mostly paid and to afford this reasonably lavish flat. Her job was nice. But some days she had to leave the flat before it was even six a.m., so her job was also terrible.

      She stumbled into the lift and then out of the building, and there she came to an abrupt stop.

      “Wha,” she said, stupidly.

      There was a strange girl standing there. It was still too dark to make out her face very well, and she was half turned away in any case, but even so she was – gorgeous, film-star beautiful, beyond film-star beautiful; graceful lines and long fair hair falling down her back, fanning out in the wind without being tangled, framing her pale precise face. Tony stood there in the rain and just stared at her for a second, mouth agape.

      “Are you the owner of this place?” the strange girl said, turning to face her fully. “I come to seek –” She drew in breath, sharply. “Ah,” she said, sounding not entirely pleased, and then she bowed low to the ground and said, stiffly, “Greetings, guardian. I was not aware of your presence here. I will seek alternative lodgings, where I run no risk of bothering you.”

      Tony blinked the last of her confusion away and stepped to the side so that she wasn’t blocking the doorway. She hadn’t understood much of that speech, but she smiled at the girl anyway on the grounds that it was always good to be nice to people if you could.

      The girl smiled back, if you could call her brief baring of teeth a smile. Tony stared at her in some alarm. The girl blinked at her, looking nonplussed. Well, that made both of them.

      “Uh, my name’s Tony,” she said, as it was about the only thing she could think of to say. “Hi! And nah, I’m not the landlord – his cell’s pinned on the door though, and there’s a lot of flats free at the moment, so you’re probably in luck!”

      The girl tossed her head proudly. “I am called Hinewai,” she said, and stepped forward to examine the door. Tony took the chance to examine her, frowning a little. Hinewai was pretty thin, and despite the coldness of the day and the earliness of the hour she wasn’t wearing much, just jeans and a T-shirt, both black.

      Hinewai whirled to face her. “I see no ‘cell’,” she said, her voice a mixture of wounded pride and confusion, and she gestured at the door. “All there is is a piece of paper.”

      Tony giggled and then covered her mouth when Hinewai shot her a glare. “Uh. You – don’t have a cell phone, I guess. Are you new here? Cool! Um, Mr Robbins sometimes does drop by the office on Saturday afternoons, so you might catch him here later if you’re lucky.”

      “I shall wait,” Hinewai said decisively.

      Tony wavered. That was weird. “Okay. Seeya later then, I guess?” She started off, but paused on the step and bit her lip. How to say this without it sounding like pity. “Hey, uh, you wanna borrow my jacket till then? I mean I can’t really wear it when I’m out on my boat anyway, because. Life jacket. And stuff. So I mean, you’d be doing me a favour really… ” She trailed off when Hinewai didn’t respond, just looked at her. Tony couldn’t really make out her expression. “What?”

      “You’re kind,” she said.

      “Oh, uh… ” She’d said it more like an accusation than a compliment. “Thank you, I guess?”

      “I think these lodgings shall do nicely,” Hinewai said, and Tony waved her goodbye with one last sort of worried smile and went on with her day.

      It was a pretty normal one. On the first trip out the kid – Shawna – got treated to the sight of a pod of eight dolphins frolicking in their wake and alongside the boat, which was brilliant to see; Tony wasn’t actually all that fond of kids, or at least not any fonder than she was of basically all mankind, but the way they felt real true wonder always made her smile. Then there was a teenage couple, who were pretty cool. The third trip out she didn’t manage to find any dolphins, but letting the twin kids steer, under the watchful eye of their father, cured them of their disappointment pretty much entirely. It was a good day.

      When Tony came home Hinewai was waiting in the corridor – she’d gotten the room across from hers, which was neat – and presented her with a plastic laundry basket full of fresh fish. Tony decided to take that as an overture of friendship, or an apology or something. It was really hard to fit all of the fish in her fridge, though.

      A few days later she was out in the ocean, sun drifting towards the horizon, boat skipping over the waves, wind blowing spray at her grinning face. Sometimes she took jaunts by herself in the evening, just by herself, just because she could.

      She loved the ocean. She always had, even when she was a little girl and only got to see it sometimes. She couldn’t even put her finger on why, just… everything about it, really. She loved the bleakness of it, the wildness, the vastness. The tranquil raging beauty. The solitude.

      “Hey,” someone said, and she squawked and whipped around, though making sure to still keep a steady hand on the wheel.

      He was balanced easily on a pile of boxes she’d stacked in the back. There was water pooled around him, for some reason, and he’d taken her nets out and was playing with them, twisting at the knots. His fingers were long and thin, and his nails were long and curved and sharp. He wasn’t human.

      “What the fuck?” Tony said, and then she winced. She tried to be civil to strangers. “Uh! Shit, sorry, I didn’t mean to, um, offend you or… no, hey, this is my boat, mister, I can offend you all I want! What the – what the shitfuck are you doing here? And how did you get here?”

      He blinked at her blandly and gave a lazy smile, all teeth. Jagged and sharp and too-white, like a shark’s. She shuddered without meaning to and laid her hand on the dashboard behind her for comfort’s sake, to feel the reassuring hum of the engine.

      “I swam,” he said, and held up the nets. “I’m doing you a favour here, so you oughtta be grateful. Your weaving is wretched.” He dropped most of his gs. Doin’ you a favour. Weavin’.

      “It’s not my weaving,” Tony said, for lack of anything else to say. “I mean. Not mine personally. It’s just a net.”

      He hissed through his teeth. There were lots of them. “Call this a net?” he said in disgust, brandishing it. “This couldn’t catch nothing but rocks and bad luck. It ain’t even charmed!”

      Which… made her relax, for some odd reason. Because here was this man sitting here, and he was battered and rangy and had blue skin and sharpish eyes and claimed to have swum here – they were miles out from shore! – and he’d seemed really scary and alien right up until that moment. Because really. Being disgruntled at poor workmanship? That she could understand.

      Also it was hard to be scared of someone with such an adorable accent.

      She killed the engine. Without it the world seemed much smaller; just the boat, and the ocean, and him, and her, sitting there in salty-smelling silence. The boat bobbed a little.

      She stuck out her hand. “I’m Tony.”

      He poked at her hand curiously. “Whai,” he said. “What’s this for, then?”

      “You shake it. It’s, like, a greeting, a way of saying ‘hi’!”

      “Ahhh,” he said, “in which case I’ll nod all wise-like and –” He grasped her hand and pulled himself up, and she managed not to wince at the coldness of his skin. He leaned forward and pressed his nose against hers, oddly gentle. “Greetings to you too, sea-sister,” he said, with another sharky grin, which was a good deal more alarming up close. His breath stank of fish.

      “Hi,” she said. “I. Yeah, hi. What do you mean, sea-sister?”

      Whai gave a burble of something that was maybe laughter, and stepped back. “Like I’d drag myself aboard any old person’s waka,” he said, scornful. “Been watching you for a while now, on account of how you actually know the ocean, which ain’t exactly a common thing for humanfolk.” ‘Fing’. Oh god, he was so adorable. Maybe the teeth got in the way of pronunciation or something. More likely he was just putting it on, considering how it wavered. “Some… matters arose that made me want to talk to ya. And this is the first time in a few days that you’ve come out without a whole gaggle of them clutching at your shirtsleeves and whining for attention and flinching at every wave. Stupid humans. You’re not like that.”

      He was looking at her admiringly. Tony blinked. “Uh, thank you,” she said.

      He grinned. “Which, I mean, is ’cos you ain’t.”

      “What?”

      “Ain’t human,” he said.

      Tony stared at him for a moment. It was getting darker, but she could still make out his eyes, glinting; his teeth, bared. “Huh?”

      “You,” he said slowly. “Are not. Human.”

      Tony clasped her hands together. “Oh right, yeah, this seems like a good time to ask. I sort of wanted to wait until I was sure you weren’t about to murder me horribly, but what are you, exactly?”

      “One of Tangaroa’s children,” Whai said, and he sort of patted at her shoulder encouragingly. “Like you. We’re kin, you and me.”

      “Um no,” Tony said. “That really isn’t true even at all.”

      “You’re sea-born,” he said patiently. “Any git could see that. You’re of the sea, you know its ways. You feel it, in your bones. Don’tcha?” He grinned at her, and if that grin hadn’t had quite so many teeth he would’ve looked exactly like a ten-year-old smug about beating his classmates in a spelling bee, all fond condescension. “Oh, come on.” He stretched out one long bony arm to gesture at the ocean. He was wearing a few bracelets, odd-looking things; mainly they were made of seaweed and shells, but there was one made of plasticky red twine stringed with chunks of paua. “Waves and salt and the smell of it, prickle-cold against your skin, how whens you’re way out at sea with the sky above and the ocean round you it’s –”

      “Home,” Tony finished, at the same time he did. She scratched at the back of her neck, uncertain. “Dude, that – that doesn’t make me some weird monster like you are; plenty of humans like the ocean. Oh, jeez, sorry, I didn’t mean to say you’re a weird monster in, like, the bad way! You seem totally nice. Just.” She held out her hand. “See? Human. I mean, if we go by skin colour alone, I’d be, like, coffee, and you’d be Powerade or something. I’m not like you.”

      “Course you ain’t like me,” he said, snorting, “I’m halfway to being royalty, and you’re not even ponaturi. You wish you were ponaturi.”

      “Not particularly.”

      “You would if you knew what we was,” which – yeah, to be fair she didn’t really have any way to argue that particular point. “Or, well. Woulda, once.” He looked troubled, then shook his head and went on. “No. You’re not ponaturi, that’s twice-tide certain, but you’re definitely something Tangaroa-tinted. Anyone could see it.”

      He was so earnest – leaning forward, long-fingered hands gripping his bony knees, eyes wide and intent – that she felt sorta guilty about not believing him, but it wasn’t like it was something she could help. Maybe she could buy him pie or something later to make up for it. Hey, yeah, they could totally do lunch some time – he would freak the shit out of random passersby. It would be so awesome.

      “Okay,” she said. “Look, I’m definitely not Tangaroa-tinted, whatever that means, but I can see it’s important to you, so let’s roll with it for a sec. You’re a ponatuna –”

      “Ponaturi!” he said, snappin’ his – snapping his teeth at her.

      “Oh my god, you are so adorable. Anyway. You’re a ponaturi, okay, and you think I’m some other weird ocean thing – oh my god, do you think I’m a mermaid?”

      Whai blinked at her. He was picking at the nets again, tugging lines free and knotting them back together in different patterns. “What’s a mermaid, then?”

      “Never mind. Actually I guess that sort of answers my question! I’m thinking you’re kind of a mythological folklorey thing? Like, the books where people fall in love with vampires or faeries or turn into werewolves or whatever. Like that.”

      He pointed his finger at her and glared. “Start making sense,” he ordered.

      She gigglesnorted. He was ridiculous. “What I’m saying is, what is there? In the world? I mean, in terms of supernatural things, is this, like… a thing that happens? Like, is there a big underground – or, heh, underwater – community of folklore beasts or something? Like in the Fables comics and paranormal investigation shows and stuff like that?”

      “It’s a thing,” he said. “And no, it ain’t just the ocean. There’s land atua and all.” He tilted his head back, haughty, his chin jutting out. She could maybe believe the whole almost-a-prince thing, except for how it directly contrasted with the almost-naked thing and the has-he-never-seen-a-hairbrush thing. “Nowhere near as good, course.”

      “Atua!” she said, latching on to the one word in that string of haughtiness that actually seemed helpful. “Atua – that’s what you are?”

      “The iwi atua,” Whai said, and straightened. She looked at him then, really looked at him. His hair was the rusty red of blood in the water. His grin was the sharks, circling. “We?” said the ocean prince who sat sprawled in her boat like he belonged there. “We are the god people.”

      It was fully night now, windy and cold and dark. The ocean’s water was black where her boat’s lamps caught it, like she was sailing on shadows.

      “I’m not,” Tony said. “One of you, I mean.”

      “You are,” Whai said, “you just don’t got the knowing of it yet. I’ll get you schooled up, you wait and see.” His eyes were glassy ocean-black, pools of shadow above sharp cheekbones. This dim light made everything into jagged angles. “We’re kinfolk, or near enough. ’S my job to keep an eye on you.”

      “Does that mean it’s my job to keep an eye on you too?” said Tony. “Because in that case, you really need to eat something. No, seriously! You’re all… ” She struggled, trying to define his emaciated skin-and-bones state in words he’d understand. “All dried rope over driftwood. It can’t be healthy.”

      He stared at her. At least, she thought he was staring at her. It was getting harder to tell in this dim light, now that she was aware of the dim light. “You’re fretting over me?” he said at last.

      “I… yeah?”

      He breathed out sharply, almost a whistle. “Well now,” he said, wondering. “That settles it. You’ve gotta be one of us; can’t be human, you ain’t got the cruelty for it.”

      “You’re the one with teeth like a can-opener, fish boy.”

      He grinned. “But I don’t got guns,” he said, standing up, shaking out the net. He’d woven some of that horrible plastic twine into it, too, ugh. It was the kind of thing that always ‘accidentally’ got dumped into the ocean and showed up later strangling some poor seabird; she hated it. “Or fire, or knives. Neither do you!”

      “I have knives. How could I cut things if I didn’t have knives.”

      A snort. “You only need them ’cos you ain’t figured what you really are yet,” he said. “And whatever that is… Well, I know, but it’d be best if you figured it out for yourself, probably.” He paused his net-shaking to look at her thoughtfully. “I’m guessing it’d probably come out when you were in danger, something like that? That’d be sense. And you’ll need to know what you are if you’re gonna be any use at all. Right, then, let’s do that.”

      He was a lot less adorable when he was plotting things. “Um. What do you mean exactly?”

      “Trust me!” Whai said confidently, “or wait, no, it’s maybe better if you don’t, heheh.”

      He tossed his net over the engine. The boat sank.
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      Saint didn’t have any smokes on him, of course, but the fresh air did very nearly as well, that and the loneliness and the loveliness of this spot, even if it was also kind of tacky and in horrible disrepair and the roof of this place was probably so bad in places that he could fall right through it and this was a terrible idea. Still, he stayed there for longer than he meant to, as close to the edge as the railing would let him get, breathing the fresh air in. Letting the tension ease out of his shoulders, his muscles, his bones.

      “Need a light?” someone said as they leaned against the railing beside him, and yep, there was the tension back again. Saint jumped.

      He gave the stranger a sidelong glance, and then looked away again, quite fast.

      “… Pardon me for saying so,” he said, staring straight ahead, “but you seem to be transparent.”

      “Yes.”

      Saint did his best to take this in stride. “So you’re a ghost, then?”

      “I’m a wairua,” said the wairua, sounding a little annoyed. “… Technically a ghost, I suppose, but… a wairua. That’s what I am now.”

      “Of course you are,” Saint said, giving the air a few metres to the left of the ghost a bright, chirpy grin. “Of course you bloody well are, mate.” He spread out his arms. “OF COURSE. HE. IS.”

      He sagged against the railing, slumping so he sat. Breathed in. Breathed out.

      “I –” the ghost said.

      “You’re a delusion, piss off,” Saint said promptly, staring straight ahead.

      There was a pause. Saint assumed he’d left, whoever he was – Saint hadn’t seen much beyond a glimpse, and it was hard to tell. He wasn’t actually transparent, not really, and certainly not all white and spectral like ghosts were in movies and stuff, seeing as how he was brown-skinned, but he’d seemed somehow blurred around the edges, not quite there, like something you glimpsed out of the corner of your eye that was gone when you looked straight at it.

      “I’m sorry,” said the wairua softly, actually sounding it. “I didn’t mean to bother you! It just… you seemed like you needed someone to talk to, that’s all. Sorry. I’ll go.”

      Saint groaned to himself. He shuffled around so he could stare gloomily down at the city through the gaps in the rails. The view was pleasant, familiar. The shops across the road were the same shops they’d been yesterday, the people walking along were the same sort of people you always saw. Like the world was real, like everything hadn’t gone completely batshit crazy. Like strange otherwordly things hadn’t started appearing between the cracks.

      He really hoped he wasn’t crazy.

      Course he wasn’t. Why would he be? And if he wasn’t crazy then this was real, and if this was real then he’d just snapped at someone who seemed like quite a nice guy. Someone being dead was no reason to be a dick to them.

      “Sorry,” he said, not quite recognising his own voice, the rasp in it. “Long day. No, I don’t need a light. I quit when I realised it made me look like a John Constantine wannabe. But thanks.”

      “So you’ll talk to me!” the wairua or whatever said, gleefully.

      “Why ever not? What’s the world come to when we can’t offer our friendly neighbourhood spectres the simplest of courtesies, that’s what I’d like to know… ” He trailed off. The wind swirled around them.

      He knew that he should take a proper look at his new companion, probably, but he really didn’t feel up to it just yet. This day sucked, and it had barely even started, and the Flatmate was some weird thing and was still better at picking up girls than he was, and Steff hated him and was a stupid jerk anyway, and – giants! Giants and ghosts! This was all exceedingly unfair.

      He sat up sharply. “Wait, no, I’m not gonna have my first proper conversation with one of you lot while I’m half naked under this thing – that is breaking all the first contact rules.” Steff would have a heart attack.

      The ghost guy paused. “If it helps,” he said. “You don’t look entirely bad this way. I guess. I mean, I’ve lost track of the human fashions, but… ”

      Saint looked at the ghost. He had to concentrate quite hard to see him in any detail; he sort of phased, like Saint’s brain kept on trying to insist he wasn’t real. So he couldn’t judge his level of handsomeness to any accurate degree. His voice was nice, though. Sort of smoky.

      “Okay, people are flirting with me. Now we’re back on territory I can understand.” He grinned at the ghost and held out a hand lazily. “I’m Saint, professional slacker, renowned breaker of hearts and fine pottery.”

      The wairua didn’t take his hand. “I’m not real, you know. Not in any way that’d mean you could touch me.”

      “Oh,” Saint said, letting his hand fall back down. He leaned against the railing and frowned up at the sky.

      Something touched his shoulder lightly, and he shuddered, flinching away. It felt wrong. “You see?” said the wairua, who’d sat down beside him. “It’s rare enough for anyone to even be able to see me. Touch isn’t possible, that’s all. I didn’t mean to offend you, you stupid man, I want your help.” He tilted his head thoughtfully. “You can call me… hmm. Noah.”

      “Honoured to make your acquaintance… Noah,” Saint said. He wondered idly why this guy didn’t want him knowing his real name, but it wasn’t like it mattered. Whatever he’d done, whoever he’d been, you couldn’t do much once you were dead. “I have to ask, though. You’re dressed all in the… ” He winced a little, not knowing the name for traditional Māori clothes, and waved his sadly cigarette-less hand. “Y’know. Shirtlessness and …skirt and feather-cloak and plumes and stuff. If you really come from that era, how the heck do you speak English? Let alone have a name like Noah.”

      ‘Noah’ grinned, a flash of white teeth in his blurry face. “I speak English because I’m exceptionally clever,” he said, “and English is an exceptionally stupid language, so it balances out.” He shrugged. “And Noah is the closest equivalent to my name that I could find in your language.”

      “What,” Saint said, amused. “Did you save the various critters of Aotearoa from a flood? There wouldn’t be any need to – all we have is birds. The kiwi come marching two-by-two, hurrah, hurrah!”

      Noah’s laugh was rich and warm and hearty, and all the better for being unexpected.

      “Gotta say, ghost boy,” Saint said, grinning at him, relaxing finally, “you’re by far the nicest supernatural being I’ve met today.”

      Noah stopped laughing. “Yes. You’ve had bad experiences with them – with us.”

      “I… ” Saint frowned, trying to think, to remember. The stuff of nightmares. Huge black eyes staring at him, a soft voice with sharp edges whispering. He put his hand to his face, and wasn’t entirely surprised when it came back red with blood. He sniffed and tilted his head back and pinched his nose. “Yes. That’s seeming increasingly likely.”

      “The iwi atua are many things,” Noah said, “but kind is rarely among them. I’m sorry.”

      Saint shook his head. “Ain’t your fault, pet,” he said, a little thick and nasal, “all you’ve done is hang around being vaguely creepy.”

      “All the same. It’s difficult for humans to understand that there are things other than our – than yourselves in the world, which is probably why so few of you notice them. Us. Of those that do, many go mad from the strain of it.”

      “Wonderfully reassuring, thanks.”

      Noah smiled. “You’ll manage all right, I think, so long as you know that there are beautiful things in this new world you’ve found, not just foul.”

      “And then, if I learn to conquer my self-doubt, can I defeat the foul legions of evil and save the day and learn the true meaning of friendship?” Saint said, widening his eyes. “Stop playing the wise mentor – it’s irritating. Next you’ll be whispering to me to use the Foooorce.” He wiggled his fingers.

      Noah smirked. “I begin to see why other atua took a dislike to you.”

      “Thanks awfully. So, uh… atua?”

      “That’s what they call themselves, collectively.” He paused. “We. What we call ourselves. Would you like to see?”

      “Huh?”

      “That there are beautiful things as well.”

      “Sure.” Saint made a magnanimous gesture. “Knock yourself out, ghost boy.”

      Noah rolled his eyes, the expression looking odd and stiff, like he’d seen others do it once or twice and was imitating the gesture rather than understanding it. “Enough inaccuracy! I’m a wairua, not a ghost. The thing that you’d call a soul is made up of two parts: the wairua and the hau. When someone dies, their wairua remains, and it travels to Hawaiki in various ways, sometimes; or lingers, sometimes.” He paused. “Don’t judge what they are by me. Like I said, I don’t follow the usual rules, not quite. Anyway. The hau is the breath part of the soul, and when people die it… becomes not-them, and joins the wind. Which is why I came here.” He smiled. “Why I can make myself a real shape, affect the things around me. This is the wind city. There is life in every breath, here.”

      Saint saluted. “Thank you, O Captain! my Captain!” he said. “Because of you I’ll be sure to get great marks on all my Creepy Supernatural Beings exams. Come on, enough of the exposition, just do the thing.”

      Noah grimaced. “If I impress you enough,” he said, “will you help me?”

      “I make no promises,” Saint said loftily. “Don’t really like to be pinned down. Free roamer, that’s me.”

      “I know.” Noah held out his hands, concentrated, rolled the wind between them. His form flickered, faded a little. Saint sat up straighter in alarm, and Noah, still looking wavery, breathed in. Then he held his arms out to either side of him in a theatrical kind of way, and breathed out.

      When Saint went to the beach he liked to wade into the ocean and dig his bare toes into the sand and feel the chill salt water, and he’d stand there until the little schools of fish would be bold enough to come in and dart around and near him as though he wasn’t there, little fish only half-glimpsed out of the corner of your eye because they were so quick and silvery and small. The birds were like that.

      They came from Noah’s mouth in swirls of smoky silver, twisted by the wind, sketched-in-smoke just-for-a-moment blink-and-you-miss-them blurred. They were disintegrating at the edges into curled tendrils of shapelessness, and they were quick and fragmented and strange, but they were birds all the same, birds Saint knew, fat wood pigeons and darting fantails and tui with white puffs for collars against their grey-smoke forms, swirling away where the wind bore them. There were insects, too, great fluttery moths, bow-legged weta, all sparkling in silver and wisps of smoke. Noah tilted his head and a little fantail fluttered forward. Saint held out a finger, and the bird perched on it and tilted its head just like Noah did. He couldn’t feel any weight on his finger at all. It opened its vague beak to chirp at him, though he heard nothing. Birds, swirling in the wind.

      And then they were gone.

      “… Oh, wow,” Saint said. And then again: “Oh wow. Gods. Wow. Wow is really not a big enough word to sum up the … Wow.”

      “There are spirits called hakuturi that live in the forests,” said Noah, casually, “guarding the trees; here there is no more forest, only the city, and so there are no more hakuturi, only the ghosts of hakuturi, the wairua of hakuturi, you might say. And so I can control them, if I feel the need to. I have my winds, after all.” He paused. “Well. Tāwhirimātea’s winds, but he doesn’t care much, not in this day and age. And birds have always been friends of mine, especially kererū.”

      Saint was smiling. Not his usual grin but an actual smile, and it felt strange on his face. “That was really quite lovely,” he said. “Thank you – hey, are you all right?” because Noah was flicker-fading and he looked exhausted, utterly drained.

      “I can’t… do much,” Noah said, his voice sounding faint, and then those dark eyes slid shut and he disappeared.

      “Noah!” Saint said, snapping his head around, but there was no sign of the gho – the wairua, no sign of him at all, like he’d just vanished –

      And then he was back again, standing by Saint’s side, and Saint let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding and slumped to the ground.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Noah said, sitting beside him.

      He did sound apologetic, too. Saint grimaced. “No, I… ” He had seemed so composed, but now Saint saw how weak he was, how desperate. It made his heart clench. He’d never quite managed to make himself calloused enough not to hurt when people were in pain, and Noah had exhausted himself for his sake, trying to impress him. “Seriously, that was one hell of a show. Ten out of ten, would recommend,” he said, and Noah beamed.

      “You’re welcome! It was nothing.” He tilted his head. “… I don’t mean to worry you, but… what was?”

      Saint stared at him. “The – the thing you did, with the birds.”

      “Oh. The bird thing. Yes, of course. I remember.”

      Saint tried to grin and tried even harder not to show how much that unnerved him. “Beats the hell out of ugly hairy giants, anyway.”

      And then Noah stared at him, eyes wide and mouth open slightly, as though he intended to breathe out his shock and sketch it with wind. “Sorry,” he said, voice faltering. “Did you say giants, Saint?”

      “Well, giant. Singular. Turns out my flatmate isn’t just a git, he’s a git and not human.” He paused, then added, “… And a slob, honestly, it’s shameful, you should see the state of our sink.”

      “Your flatmate is a maero, and you’re still alive?” said Noah.

      Saint slapped his chest. “Hau still safe and sound,” he said cheerily, and then the smile slipped off his face. “You’re serious?”

      “They – they are dangerous,” said Noah, hands clenching into fists at his sides. “Very, very dangerous. Killers. They kill people, they kill humans, because humans are so easy to kill now that – just very easy to kill, okay? And maero quite enjoy it.”

      “Oh,” said Saint.

      “Kill him,” said Noah. His eyes were piercingly intent. “Kill him before he kills you. You must.”

      Saint shifted unsteadily. “Yeah,” he said. “Uh. Honestly, there’s nothing I’d want more – he’s a pain in the arse – but I can’t just kill him. He’s not human, but that doesn’t give me the right to end his life just because you told me to! No. Just no. Dude, that’s… that’s like racist, but worse. Worse. Than racist.”

      Noah shook his head. He looked less like himself for a moment, face a snarl of impatience and anger and maybe fear, but what did a dead man have to be afraid of? Unless he was afraid for Saint, but they’d only just met, so that couldn’t be right. “No. No! You don’t understand! Stupid man, understand!” He stretched out his hands like he wanted to grab Saint by the shoulders and shake some sense into him, then let them drop useless by his sides. “Some of the atua are human enough to live among you and cause minimal harm,” he said, speaking very rapidly, “and some – some can pretend to be human, they can wear human masks, they’re good enough to pretend to be human long enough for them to dip their claws in human blood and feast. Maero don’t have feelings, Saint, not like your people do – they’re not beings, they’re beasts! There’s nothing I can do, I can’t even make fire by myself now and I can’t affect things aside from the wind. Saint, please.”

      Saint shook his head. “Believe me,” he said, pained. “I’d like nothing better than to have an actual good reason to mindlessly hate the guy, but – he’s never been anything worse than annoying. He took me in when I was literally starving, and hasn’t asked for anything in return, and… look, he might not be human, and I might not like him, but he’s a person. Stop it.”

      Noah relaxed a little, though he still looked on edge, twitchy. “… All right,” he said. “If you say so. I mean – you’d know best, I suppose, as you know him.” He frowned. “Maybe he’s only half-breed? Ha! Of course, leave it to you to find the only one of the maeroero that isn’t psychopathic.” His hands moved in quick nervous motions, drawing invisibly with wind, maybe. “My apologies.” He laughed. “Just so long as he hasn’t mysteriously befriended any women or strangers over the last few days you’re probably safe.”

      What?

      “What?” Saint said.

      “Well… ” said Noah, looking a little confused. “That’s what they do, you know. Always have. They trick those they intend to kill into thinking they’re people, then charm them, then… ”

      “Oh,” said Saint.

      Noah stilled. “What is it?”

      “He brings girls home all the time,” Saint said, faint. “He always makes me leave for a few hours, of course, but – I never saw them more than once. Not ever. Funny, that.”

      There were rooms in the flat that the Flatmate had never let him see, and there was a bolt on the fridge. Saint had thought both those things were because he was afraid Saint would steal something but… what if…

      What if he had someone down there right now? He could, there was every chance that he could, and Saint would come back down to find a locked door and a few hours later the Flatmate would deign to let him in and there’d be no sign of the ‘guest’ he had been ‘entertaining’ –

      “I need to get down there,” Saint said, standing. “Right the hell now.”

      “Be careful,” Noah said. “They’re strong and wily and quick. You’ll have to be cunning. You have to know how to fight them.”

      “And how do I fight them, master ghost?” Saint said, temper fraying a little. “You’ve been so helpful and informative, so please, explain away! That is, if you can even remember.”

      “I… what?” Noah said, looking lost and maybe hurt. “What do you mean? My memory’s fine, I… ” He trailed off, standing there. “I’m sorry, I… ”

      Saint grimaced but ran, before Noah could say anything, before Saint himself could even think about what he was doing, about the dangers of this. Though not so fast that a pleased little corner of his mind didn’t have the chance to register that, hey, apparently he had some heroic impulses after all. Lovably fearless, he thought, and grinned, and ran faster.
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      Tony woke up alone, and she coughed and gagged for a second, because there was a strange taste in her mouth, not foul so much as deeply unfamiliar. Slimy and cold. She sat up and looked around, clutching her aching head. She was on the strip of imported sand at Oriental Bay, and it was a little after sunrise. Quite a ways from home, but anywhere by the sea was home, really. For a second the sight of the ocean calmed her, and then –

      The boat sinking, the engines tangled in Whai’s nets, glowing faintly blue. Whai giving her a smug grin. The grin had changed to shock as she lunged at him, and she remembered – claws and teeth and flashing scales, the sensation of being something, something huge and powerful and ancient. Whatever it was Whai had been trying to achieve, it looked like he’d done it. Human she most definitely wasn’t.

      She tried to remember it in more detail, but everything had been a confusion of waves and panic and the engine still coughing in complaint. Tony knew she needed to swim away, bob around on the surface in her life jacket and wait until someone came to save her – she knew that, but still she was swimming down after the boat, and she shouldn’t have been able to see in the water but she could and she could see her boat sinking and it was hers. She’d worked long and hard to own that boat. So she dived down, kicking strongly, and tugged at the net tangling the engine. Just touching the string of it made her fingers tingle unpleasantly, like a jolt of electricity. Those fingers were becoming larger, she noticed, clawed and thick and greenishbluishblack like her smooth tough skin. She was angry. Whai was hovering in the water a few metres away, shoulders shaking with laughter as he watched. He’d wrecked her boat. She swam after him, leaving the boat to fall, fall, fall towards the seabed, and Tony was fast and strong and quick and there was a joy to this, the chase, Whai kicking his way ahead of her and she wasn’t angry any longer, really. She was in the sea and of the sea and it was all around her.

      But. Her boat.

      But the ocean, her own self strong and quick and belonging here, and there were fish to hunt and sea to roam and Tony tried to gather her thoughts, which were still there, really, just beneath this deep exultation of something much more ancient than she was. Tony tried to –

      Tony –

      The taniwha swam.

      Here and now Tony hugged herself and shivered at the memory. If that was what she really was, some ancient thing whose thoughts hurt her head when she tried to remember them, she wasn’t at all sure that was what she wanted to be. She said aloud, to the beach and the ocean and the circling gulls and the dolphin carcass beside her, “Whai I am going to kill you so much dead.”

      She stood up and – wait, what?

      She looked down and leaped back, stumbling, falling to the sand. There right in front of her eyes was a dead dolphin, indeed quite thoroughly dead, missing huge gory chunks so that she could see its bones and innards. Its glassed-over eyes were staring at her. Flies were already buzzing around it.

      …She’d killed a dolphin? Oh god, oh god. That was worse than punching a panda. That was criminal, that was practically on a par with being mean to babies, oh no oh no oh noooooooooooooo –

      Tony proceeded to have a small mental breakdown.

      Then she stumbled home, because really, what else was there to do. It was quite a sizeable walk from the waterfront to her place – she had enough money to live comfortably, but definitely not enough for a pricey ocean-view property – but it helped return her to normality, the walking, people going about their early-morning business. She even managed to smile at them, though they mainly just looked at her weirdly. Right. Her clothes were soaked through, crusted with sand and salt. She teetered on the edge of frantic panic, then saw with relief that her favourite fish and chip place was open. Comfort food, that was what she needed. She bought a mochaccino, first, from Starbucks because it was there and open. She cradled the cup to her chest and drank it all in one draught and felt better. Then she bought a scoop of chips and some battered hoki and a pineapple fritter and went on walking home, clutching the warm newspaper-wrapped bundle to her chest, chewing happily on hot greasy chips and fresh flaky fish and –

      The bites taken out of that dolphin. The foul taste in her mouth. OH NO OH NO OH NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO…

      When she finally got home Hinewai peeked out of her door, wrapped in heavy layers like she always was in the day time. “Hello,” she said haughtily, as though she was doing Tony a favour by talking to her, which normally Tony found sort of hilarious but right now, no.

      Tony said nothing, just fumblingly opened the door to her own flat and let herself in and sat back against the door, hugging herself and shivering a bit.

      “Are you well?” came Hinewai’s voice from outside, no longer quite so haughty.

      “I lost my boat,” Tony said, and her voice came out very small. It was the only thing she could think of to say that was immediately understandable. She couldn’t just say ‘I’m a horrible sea monster’, after all.

      “Ah,” said Hinewai after a pause. Then, “How?”

      “Because there was this, this thing happened and – and I’m a horrible horrible sea monster or something I don’t really remember but it’s horrible horrible horrible,” Tony wailed, hugging her knees.

      “Well, yes,” Hinewai said.

      Tony went still and suspicious. “What do you mean ‘yes’?”

      “Ah,” Hinewai said.

      “Hang on a sec, I’m not having this conversation with a door. And – actually no I’m not having this conversation at all, okay? I’m just – I’m gonna go have a really really long shower and hug all my soft toys and then try and find a new job, and you, you please just, um, just go away and don’t come back until I’ve forgotten that you’re not just some really eccentric girl, you’re probably one of those weird atua things like Whai because I am not capable of dealing with that right now, okay?!”

      …She possibly said it a little more aggressively than she intended to.

      “Okay,” Hinewai said.

      “Okay. Good.”

      Tony had a really long hot shower and used her favourite mango and strawberry bodywash and then cuddled up in her most comfortable clothes and her hoodie with the little ears on it, like a puppy. Because there were times that you just needed to wear a puppy hoodie, okay? It was a universal constant.

      She sat on her couch, forlornly. The only thing on was Home and Away. Dangit.

      Someone knocked at her door. Tony heaved a sigh and went to open it.

      Hinewai was standing there, a little wild around the eyes. “I got you a basket of eels!” she said.

      She shoved it towards Tony. Tony took it, reluctantly. It was a really nice basket, woven from fresh flax. The smell of that mingled with the smell of the eels. “Um?”

      “It is traditional,” Hinewai said stiffly. She crossed her arms over her chest and sort of sniffed proudly. If Tony had been paying attention she could’ve figured out that Hinewai wasn’t human way, way earlier; no one was allowed to be that beautiful and also be human, no one, and also her eyes were black all the way through, with no iris, and her hair was pure white, long and straight and fine. Maybe Tony had just been avoiding looking at her properly. Though, then again, she… did spend quite a lot of time looking at her.

      “Feel better!” Hinewai added, narrowing her eyes menacingly.

      “Um.” Tony looked at the basket. Thank goodness it had a cover, at least. And it was certainly better than the plastic washing basket. “I… I bet they’re… really nice eels. As eels go. Thanks?”

      “They are the very finest of tuna,” Hinewai said, affronted.

      “I’m sure they are! I mean. Sure, yeah. Um. So that’s a tradition, is it?”

      “Of a sort. It’s meant to be one way to placate taniwha, gifting them with food.”

      “Oh, yeah, when you first moved in you gave me all that fish and I had to like cook it all at once… ” She put the basket down carefully, then sort of nudged it with her foot. “I’ll sure cherish those, um, eels.”

      “I brought you sushi as well.”

      “Oh thank god.”

      A little while later they were sitting on the couch, awkwardly. Tony picked at her chicken. (She really couldn’t stomach fish right now. Not even fish combined with ricey deliciousness! It was very sad.) “Um,” she said, because any talking at all was better than not. “So taniwha, huh. How about that. I mean, I’ve heard of those, at least, so that’s, um. Good? I kinda thought they were all guys! Haha, weird.”

      “Taniwha are guardian spirits. They –”

      Tony winced and flailed her arms, trying to get Hinewai to shut up. When Hinewai failed to shut up Tony gently placed a hand over her mouth. “Ack, no no, this was the worst conversation topic to choose ever, sorry,” she said. “Please don’t tell me you came over to explain stuff – I really can’t deal with that right now.” She moved her hand away. Hinewai nodded silently. “Because – look, I lost my boat and apparently I’m a taniwha and I think I killed a dolphin and I tried to eat fish and chips and I couldn’t.” She grabbed her neighbour’s shirt, tugging her closer so she could stare at her with anguished eyes. Hinewai looked alarmed. “Hin,” Tony said desperately. “Fish and chips is my very favourite.”

      Hinewai disentangled her hands. “Actually,” she said, and then she coughed and looked sheepish, which was quite an amusing way for an aloof beautiful fae-girl to look. “I was hoping we could further observe the adventures of the housewives experiencing desperation.”

      “What – oh! Oh, right, yeah, I introduced you to that, didn’t I.”

      “I wish to learn who will win the heart of the handsome Mike,” Hinewai said eagerly. “And further see how the tension of losing so close a friend will affect the housewives! Will their friendship survive the strain?”

      Tony giggled. “Yeah, okay. Yeah. We can do that.”

      One entertaining marathon of carefully explaining human social conventions later, Hinewai said bye – or ‘bid her farewell’, as she put it, and how on earth had Tony not noticed something was odd about her earlier than this? The way she spoke was stilted and strange, and even the way she left the apartment was worth watching. She handled the doorknob much like how she’d probably handle a baby or someone’s feelings: gingerly, and with distaste. Hinewai was ridiculous.

      Tony grinned, feeling a lot more settled. Maybe this would be okay! Most things were, if you tried hard enough. She’d have to think about things a lot, though. Get them sorted in her head. Figure things out.

      She paced around, thinking, occasionally sipping at heavily sugared coffee and nibbling on snacks. It was only later that she realised she’d eaten all of the fish sushi without even noticing.

      Friends were the best.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Once in the apartment Saint looked around. There was no sign of the maero except a slight smell, a smell that made him think of forests or maybe dogs. The window was open, wide open, and when he ventured near it the smell grew stronger. Odd sort of exit. Saint’s odd behaviour must have warned him away, or something?

      Why hadn’t Saint paid more attention? He had no damn idea if the maero was having company over at any point today, and gods knew he gloated about it enough, so there really wasn’t any excuse for Saint not to have known – but instead of paying attention he had just wallowed in his own misery when people were in danger.

      As it was Saint had no idea whether there was any immediate danger of people dying, or – well, or even if there was any danger of people dying, actually. Noah seemed nice, and Saint liked him, but that didn’t mean he was trustworthy. Actually, to judge from Saint’s history that tended to mean the opposite.

      Saint dedicated himself to the task of Looking For Things, which took quite a bit of attention and mostly involved swinging open cupboard doors to peer triumphantly inside them at whatever secrets their shadows concealed, though only after politely standing aside so all the insects could vacate. The Flatmate wasn’t the best at housekeeping, and Saint of course had never been bothered.

      “Maybe I could look up guns on Trade Me,” he muttered as he went through drawers, shaking cutlery out onto the table. They didn’t have much cutlery, and for some reason it all seemed to be either bent spoons or a rather baffling variety of rusty knives. Generally Saint just ate whatever food the Flatmate had bought for him – he hated that dependence, but, well, it was better than dying. Anyway, bent spoons didn’t strike Saint as quite the weapons he was looking for, and most of the knives were far too blunt to do anything worse to the maero than sort of poke at him. “Or just whack him over the head with that damned Xbox. No, that’s stupid. Ah!” He pulled out a bread knife, long and serrated and not blunt in the least. He tested its edge on the table, and grinned a cheerful grin, and went to the window and waited.

      He waited confidently, and with aplomb.

      After a while he went and got changed into proper clothes, and then came back to his post by the window. And waited.

      And waited.

      “… Aw, hell.” He sighed and reached up, then blinked and let the bread knife clatter to the floor before he reached up again to rub his aching forehead, this time without being at risk of accidentally gouging out an eye. “I can’t do this. I can’t, this isn’t… ”

      A coward he was, maybe, but he wasn’t a killer. Let those flashy hero-types make the big decisions: he’d be happy to be their amusing sidekick, and to stand beside them and snap a grim catchphrase and be there, sure, but they would have to be the ones to get blood on their hands, because he sure couldn’t.

      Regretfully, he let go of the notion he’d somehow gotten as a teenager and never quite managed to get rid of. Having a nifty coat really wasn’t enough to make you a dashing action hero.

      He got out his phone and texted something vague to Steff – he forgot what it was as soon as he’d sent it, but the point was to feel in contact with his fellow human beings and not quite so insane. He felt a little shaky, a little unreal. Like he was the one who was a ghost.

      This was so stupid.

      He leaned back against the kitchen bench and ran both hands through his hair.

      This was so stupid, he was so stupid, what the hell was he playing at? Sure, yeah, do let’s make up an elaborate fantasy world so you can play the hero, Saint, that is a totally emotionally stable thing to do. Christ.

      It even made sense that his subconscious would direct his aggression towards his flatmate. Of bloody course it would. His flatmate who was kind, even if he made Saint uneasy – who made Saint uneasy because he was kind, more likely. Who definitely wasn’t the type of person who made up handsome ghost-men just so he could have someone willing to talk –

      Hahahaha aaaaaanyway. Man was he hungry.

      He went to the fridge hopefully, and fished one of his bobby pins out of his pocket. He was a bit rusty; it took him a couple of minutes to bust the lock open, which was fine, gave him something to do with his hands.

      He’d always refrained from breaking into the fridge before, despite how the lock riled him, because he didn’t want to screw this up, didn’t want to prove himself undeserving of the basic trust that was implicit in being allowed in someone’s flat. It had been hard. People thinking the worst of him made him want to live down to their expectations. He paused before opening the fridge door, but hell, he was hungry. They’d had KFC a few days ago – maybe there was some chicken left.

      There was one piece of chicken left in the crumpled red and white box, but it wasn’t exactly recognisable as chicken, not any more. He looked at it doubtfully, then withdrew his hand without picking it up. Maybe it wouldn’t get provoked if he left it undisturbed in its natural habitat.

      His flatmate’s food was sealed in neat little Tupperware containers, all stacked up in rows. The moral quandary lasted about three seconds. Sure, stealing was wrong – “But so is hunger,” Saint assured himself seriously, as he lifted one of the containers and pried open the lid and was faced with blood, lots of blood, entirely too much blood. He wrinkled his nose and scowled at the stench of it. What was this, mince? There was – wait.

      Maybe his Flatmate didn’t keep the fridge locked to keep him from stealing, maybe it –

      He was holding the container at a slight angle and so the blood was trickling thickly out one corner and onto the floor and splashing almost on his shoes, and beneath it was raw meat, shredded and stinking, unrecognisable as anything that it could ever have been and he dropped the container which splattered blood everywhere and he walked away but there was nowhere to go because there was blood and it scared him, the obscene redness of it, red red blood and it was on him it was getting on his hands get it off get it off get it off get away get away get away – he stumbled back into the corner but he couldn’t keep his eyes off it, the meat, the thick coagulated blood staining the lino staining the carpet staining him staining everything.

      “… Could’ve at least kept it in the freezer,” he said, after a while, in a very small voice. “It doesn’t seem to have… kept very well.”

      He swallowed, and decided not to check the freezer.

      He found himself thinking about the way the Flatmate had eaten the KFC, a week ago, skewering the bits of meat on its fingernails and swallowing it in greasy chunks. When it ate people did it do the same thing…?

      He forced himself to think about something else, and started thinking about how it was funny that there was so much blood contained in a human body – his body, say, just for example – and how very much he would prefer it stay in there, nice and safe where it belonged, instead of getting silly ideas and going off to do exciting bloodish things like stain the carpet and attract flies just because some claws as jagged and sharp as rusted nails were kind enough to liberate it from his skin.

      Who knew how long the maero would stay away? Who even knew why? This thing climbed out windows and ate humanmeat, it didn’t think like people did, it – it could do anything –

      “Lovably fearless,” he reminded himself. He went back to the window, and he picked up the knife. Looked like he’d have blood on his hands whether he wanted it or not.

      He wished Noah was here.

      Barely a minute later there came a heavy thump, like something had dropped onto the ledge outside the window in the lounge. Saint swore and leapt for the window and snapped it shut. Yellow claws scraped at the glass. A deep voice roared.

      Saint waited.

      A human hand knocked at the window, quite politely.

      “Kia ora,” Saint said, loudly enough to be heard.

      His – its face appeared at the window, such a human face, with a smallish pimple near its hairline and hollows under its eyes from staying up late. It seemed so very human. “Saint? Let me in!” it called.

      “Shan’t. You’re mythical. Not even that! I’ve never heard tales told of the great mystical building-clambering weirdo freakgiants.”

      “Let me in, Saint,” the maero said, and it sounded human. Saint remembered the moment when he’d seen the maero as both things at once, its human disguise and its terrifying reality; he could look again, probably, see that again, but he didn’t want to. He didn’t want to at all. Part of him still thought that all this must be a mistake.

      “Let me in,” the maero said again.

      “Ain’t gonna happen.”

      “Are you all right?” it said, voice dripping with concern. “You were acting strange. I thought you might not be all right.”

      “Well, I saw a giant who also happened to be ugly as fuck, so yeah, I probably acted strange. And I mean seriously ugly, by the way. Like, damn, have you ever even gone to a hairdresser? Or would you just eat them? ‘Hello sir would you like a free lollipop, no, oh you’d rather eat me, all right then.’ Because that’s not very polite.”

      “Let me in, Saint. Freaking out’s natural but come on, think what you owe me. Let me in. Let me in.”

      Saint wished he’d heard about maero at any point ever, so that he’d have stories to draw on – know what their weaknesses were, or their habits, or how to placate them. As it was he just had to go with what he knew. “Hell no, you’re gross,” he said. “You look like an ape or something, what’s up with that? New Zealand never even had apes.” Maybe that was what the whole climbing around thing was about! Maybe it missed trees. Trees and slaughtering people.

      It said something else, but it was too muffled for Saint to hear it, an edge of growl in its voice. Saint put his back to the window and braced himself against it. The maero pushed at the window, rather feebly. It was weak, probably because it was pretending to be human, and Saint could set his legs against the floor. There was no way a pane of glass would keep it out if it went full giant, though.

      “Could you just, could you please just go away?” Saint said, which he knew was idiotic as soon as he heard himself say it. “You don’t make sense! None of this makes any damn sense… ” It felt horrible to be facing away from the thing. The back of his neck itched, and he wanted, very badly, to turn around.

      “Ha,” said the maero, and its face must have been very close to the window for Saint to be able to hear it this well. “Hahaha. You’re the stupid one. To never notice. Prey is so plump and stupid on this soft island. In this soft city. You let me keep you in reserve in case the women ran out, fatten you up – it was easy, with no whānau to look after you. No one who wanted you. Nowhere to go. No one and nowhere.” Its voice was sing-song, mocking. Harsh and… alien, beneath that, its intonation strange and inhuman.

      “Sorry,” Saint said, strangled, “I make it a point not to take constructive feedback from murderous ape guys –”

      “No one and nowhere,” the maero sang, like a prayer or a chant. Its words were devolving, getting thicker and slower and deeper. “No one and nowhere.”

      “I don’t have to have friends to put an end to you!”

      The song turned into a roar, and something thudded against the window, shuddering him. Saint dived to the side and hit the ground hard and awkward; it drove the breath out of him in a pained gasp. There was another thud, louder, and broken glass rained down around him. Saint drew a ragged breath as he gripped the knife and stood. The jagged bits of broken glass lining the window’s frame must’ve stung, but that didn’t stop the maero clambering through. It stood, glass crunching beneath its feet. It had to stand half hunched-over to even fit into the room.

      Then for a second there was a human guy standing there, eyes wide, hands raised in surrender. “Saint, you’re raving, you’re mad,” he said, voice soothing, like he was talking to an animal. “You need help. Let me get you help.”

      Saint shut his eyes against that. And oh, it was so tempting to believe him, oh so tempting, but there was no way his mind could come up with this on its own, not really. He thought of the bus, of gentle rain falling and wide black eyes and the salty taste of blood in his mouth. He hadn’t imagined that.

      He opened his eyes. There was the image of a human standing there, unreal. Underneath that thin unconvincing layer, there was a giant.

      “Not gonna fool me there,” Saint said, and he grinned broad and panicked. “I’ve got this whole seeing thing basically sorted! No more fooling me.”

      The maero snorted. “This’d be easier,” it said, slow and careful, like it was having difficulty shaping the words. “If. You just ignored us. And went on as normal.”

      “Ignored you killing and eating people right up until you killed and ate me? Leaving no one who knew what you were or could do a damn thing about it? I’d rather –” Carry on as normal, just leave, maybe, go seek sanctuary with Steff or at a shelter and pretend nothing had happened. But it wasn’t just him in danger here. Saint swallowed his fear and said, “I would rather die.” It came out flat, toneless.

      The maero’s eyes narrowed, horrible beady pits in the furred mass of its face. It grinned, a terrible thing to see, lips peeling back from its yellowed teeth. Then it growled, and then it lost the ability to form words or play human at all, apparently, lost everything but its rage. It faced him, and raised its yellow-clawed hand, and growled. It was scraping the ceiling with its back, now; it was gigantic. It didn’t even move to attack him yet, like it was arrogant enough to think he’d just stand there while it carved him up. Its head was tilted to one side, measuring him up, figuring out the choice cuts or something.

      Arrogance was one thing Saint was pretty good at, though. He had the advantage there at least.

      Fearless, fearless, fearless. “Just call me David,” Saint panted, and slashed at it with the knife.

      The metal didn’t penetrate the thick fur any better than the window’s glass had, and the maero batted away his hand with ease. For a second it just stared at him, like a farmer caught unexpected by a cow fighting back. Then it swung.

      It didn’t even put all of its weight into the blow, just batted at Saint, but its fist hit him on the side of his head and sent him reeling, staggering to the floor. His vision swam.

      It loomed above him and he stumbled to his feet, trying to look dazed and stunned – it wasn’t hard – and when it swung at him again, slow and easy, he ducked under its hand and came up close and slashed at its torso. The maero just laughed and let him, and the knife just – didn’t even break the skin –

      It had less fur around its neck, though.

      Saint stood as tall as he could and pushed the knife against the maero’s neck, leaning into it with one hand tight around the handle and the other pressed against the back of the blade so it wouldn’t just bounce off.

      It was easier than he’d been expecting. The knife dug into the maero’s throat. Blood started to well up, wetting the blade. Saint’s sweaty hands slipped, and he lost his grip. Panic froze him for an instant.

      Maybe that was how to kill a maero, maybe slitting its throat was enough, it was unlikely but he turned to run all the same. The maero grabbed his shoulder and lifted him up, feet dangling a few centimetres above the carpet, its claws digging into his skin even through his coat. The maero held him there, swinging in midair. It felt at the gash in its throat with the other hand, a look of genuine surprise on its face.

      “Well, you’re plucky,” it said, and the words made the blood coming from its throat bubble.

      Saint swung back and then forward again, and kicked it in the junk.

      The maero didn’t keel over or anything, not like he’d hoped. It did drop him, but even as it crouched it was raising its long-clawed hand and it could just slash right through Saint, couldn’t it, slash a hole right down the middle of him so his insides slithered out while he was still breathing. No. He dived straight at it, desperate, ducked close enough so the monster might have difficulty slicing at him but it just grabbed him instead, crushing him, and oh, God, it was so hard to breathe, but Saint’s arm was close enough, and he sawed. The flesh gave way and burst like rotten fruit, stinking, and he gagged while the maero moved its arm to wrap vicelike around Saint’s neck, pressing his face into the hair and blood and stink of it. He couldn’t breathe, but he kept on grimly cutting as his vision flared black.

      The knife caught against something, and then cut through, and then there was hardly any resistance at all. The maero’s crushing grip loosened. Its head fell from its shoulders to the ground, and even bounced, though the maero itself remained standing; after a second or two Saint realised that it was him who was supporting it. When he stepped away the heavy weight of the headless body fell to the ground and lay there dead.

      Saint dropped the knife. He stood there. It was hard to breathe. The whole thing had taken – fifteen seconds, fifteen minutes, a lifetime? He didn’t know.

      “Well that was surprisingly simple,” he said brightly, and he went to the bathroom to retch.

      He splashed his face with water, then again, then again; blood was beading on his forehead, but it was just a shallow cut. He hoped it was just a shallow cut. He squirted soap onto his hands and rubbed that on his face as well, and it stung, but he wanted to be clean. It was hard to breathe. He had a few cuts he didn’t remember getting. They were shallow but nasty to look at, and what if one of those had happened to nick an artery or skewer some important organ? He could’ve bled out then and there. He had never felt more acutely aware of how his body was a bag of skin stretched over meat, a strange and precious and vulnerable thing. Though maero had oddly weak bones, apparently, and thank the gods for that.

      Not much he could do about most of the cuts or bruises at the moment, so he splashed more water on his face and neck, and dried himself, and once he’d done all that he found that there was nothing to do but lean against the towel rail until he stopped this embarrassing business of hyperventilation, until his legs decided to support his weight again. He looked at the spiderwebs over the window, the streaks of discolouration on the basin still there from the last time he’d dyed his hair, the bottles scattered in the grungy shower. He breathed.

      Once his knees had stopped wobbling he went back into the lounge, all glass-littered and bloodstained as it was. He stopped.

      The maero was standing up, fitting its head back onto its shoulders. The bones were clicking together, the muscles knitting, the skin sliding up to cover the cut. It turned to look at him.

      The monster said, in its voice as deep as thunder, “Hungry. Oh so hungry. I will –”

      Saint said nothing, didn’t even wait to let it finish, just ran, out the door and down the stairs, ran as fast as his body would let him. But he was weak and drained and tired, so very tired. Gods knew when he’d last eaten, when he’d last slept without nightmares. He couldn’t run particularly fast, or particularly far.

      This time, it would get him.

      Five flights down Saint stopped to lean against the wall. He felt weak – when he’d attacked the maero he’d had adrenaline burning through his veins, but it had gone now and left him empty. Mostly he just felt sick.

      “It occurs to me,” he said, ragged, “that I could’ve taken the bloody lift.”

      Noah appeared suddenly. One moment Saint was alone, and then he blinked and there was the smudged outline of a man standing beside him. Saint was panicked enough that he gave a half-yell and fell on his ass. Then he carefully rearranged himself so it looked like suddenly sitting down had been all part of the plan and that he thought staircases were really comfortable.

      “Heyyy,” he said casually, or tried to, but he was short of breath and it came out strangled and choppy.

      Noah blinked at him. “Oh, I… sorry, I didn’t think you’d be here,” he said, walking backwards, and Saint frowned.

      “Hey, no, it’s good, I could use the company while I wait to be slaughtered.” He rolled his shoulders in a shrug and tried to grin. “I’m not very good at this whole monster-slaying thing, apparently. It was a maero, by the way. If maero are… ” He tried to spread out his arms, but they didn’t go far enough. “Big and scary,” he finished.

      Now Noah looked panicky. He was standing on the landing, so their eyes were at about the same level. “You fought it? And didn’t win? Get up! Run, or it’ll catch you and you’ll die.”

      Saint shook his head. “I’ve been here almost a minute, so if it was hurrying it would’ve caught up by now. Must be taking its time. Maybe even waiting back in the flat for me! Because hey, where else could I go?” He mushed his forehead with both hands.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Noah said. The wairua was doing what Saint assumed was the ghostly equivalent of pacing – changing position quicker than he could’ve if he’d been moving like humans did, first on the stairs above and then below and then to the side, flickering absentmindedly from place to place like he was too distracted to pay attention to silly little things like the laws of physics. “Saint. Move.”

      “Why? I can’t kill the bloody thing – I cut its head off and it just put it back on! For all I know it can breathe fire and shoot acid from its eyes. It’s… it’s not human, pet. It’s not. Meanwhile I’m about as human as it gets. I can’t… go up against that.” Can’t do anything much, really, his thoughts whispered all traitorous.

      “Saint, it’ll be coming after you,” Noah said, and then his gaze drifted up, and he shuddered. “Saint, run.”

      Saint turned around. The maero was coming down the stairs. There were bloodstains on its fur, but it moved easily, casually. It wasn’t hurrying in the least.

      “Stay where you are,” it said to Saint – it didn’t seem to notice Noah, shuddery and drifting as he was. “Or run, if you want. I’ll catch you in the end.”

      Saint’s heart was beating so hard he could feel it, but he couldn’t seem to move, to get up. His brain was screaming run run run and he just sat there like an idiot and said, “I’m right here and I’m exhausted. Why can’t you just catch me now?”

      The maero shrugged and grinned. Its grin was a terrible thing. “Need energy, now,” it said. “Need to eat fast. You?” It paused to press one long claw against Saint’s chest. “You I’ll kill slow.”

      And it walked on down the stairs.

      “Fuck,” Saint said, and he tilted his head back so it rested against the wall. “… Wait. What did it mean, need to eat fast?”

      Noah shivered from place to place, and didn’t meet his eyes.

      “Oh,” Saint said, and he was terrified and exhausted, but he made himself stand.
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      Tony spent an enjoyable morning wading through the depressing marsh that had once been her job.

      “Yes, ma’am, I know you booked in for a Cheerful Dolphin Tour, but the boat’s being fixed and I – ma’am? Are you there?”

      “I’ll refund your money in full, of course, and – huh? M-O-A-N-A. And Tony’s easy to spell, it’s, like… Tony. Why do you want to – no! You can’t! No, um, sorry, I mean literally you can’t, suing doesn’t even exist in New Zealand.”

      “Well, personal reasons mainly, I – sorry, what did you call me? Well, you too! Jeez! I – oh man I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean that, I swear I’ll – hello?”

      “Why can’t I follow through on the contract that, as you so kindly point out, I’ve already signed? Well! It is because I got murdered. This is my ghost, here to warn you of, um, omens. Bewaaaare the sickle-shaped tree on a full moon miiiidnight! Sir.”

      She thumped her phone onto the table, breathing through her nose. No more calling people. No more. She had reached her limit.

      Being self-employed was the worst. Sure she’d always loved the idea of it, of running her own small business, and she liked it on the whole, but on days like this she yearned for a nine-to-five job where she didn’t have to decide things and not everything was her responsibility.

      “You were… getting a little whimsical near the end there,” Hinewai said cautiously. She was perched by the window for some reason, watching her.

      “Oh man, it’s just – some of those people were kind of jerks about it, but I can totally understand, is the thing. I mean, people really love dolphins, and I just, oh man, I hated just crushing their hopes like that.” She flumped onto the couch. “Two thirds of the jobs I had lined up for the next month were families. Families! Oh, man, think of their sad little faces. Maybe I should send a card…?”

      Hinewai looked at her, head cocked curiously to one side. Tony looked back and trailed off into silence, not quite meaning to. The thing about Hinewai…

      The thing about Hinewai was that she was kind of mean, okay, and silent and sullen, and her motivations just made no sense. Normally Tony could wriggle into people’s heads and understand them but she couldn’t, not with her. But.

      Suddenly. Somehow.

      Her eyes and the bones of her wrists and the way she bared her teeth in something very far from a smile, and the odd bone flute she wore around her neck, the way her long sharp-nailed fingers curled gently when she held it. Her voice. Her – her hair! All long and white and supernaturally tangle-free, and sometimes when the light caught it – when Tony got to see her in the light, which wasn’t all that often, she was only sitting by the window ’cos it was cloudy. So aversion to daylight was maybe an atua thing? Anyway, sometimes when the light caught it, her hair made rainbows.

      Rainbows.

      It was so unfair.

      She was horrible. Tony knew that! Like, for example, right now, right this second? Hinewai had suddenly gone rigid, poised still and cautious like a cat. Tony had no idea why.

      “What?” Tony said.

      “I’m hungry,” Hinewai said absently. “Shh.”

      Tony shhed.

      A pigeon fluttered onto the sill and started pecking at crumbs, tilting its head to look at them with its mad eyes. All the normal pigeony things. Tony beamed at it. Maybe she should get some bread and scatter it and NO WHAT, HINEWAI NO, WHY WOULD YOU EVEN DO THAT?

      Tony said, “Hin!” in weak protest, but she was too late. There was a startled squawking and flapping of wings as the pigeon tried to escape Hinewai’s sudden firm grip on it, but she snapped its neck without too much difficulty, and then brought it to her mouth and bit down. Blood ran down her chin.

      She swallowed her mouthful and put the pigeon down, then finally glanced at Tony’s very stern face. “Is something the matter?” she said cautiously, like Tony was the one who was acting strangely.

      Tony intensified her glare. It was the very glariest.

      “Ah, of course,” Hinewai said, and got to her feet in an unfairly graceful motion, and picked up the little bundle of bones and bloodied feathers and dangling feet and put it in the fridge – “For later,” she said cheerfully. “That’s what humans do, yes?”

      She was so horrible. Tony glared at her some more, because Hinewai was horrible and deserved to be glared at. It had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that if Tony wasn’t glaring she’d probably just smile adoringly by default. So yes. Tony glared.

      Hinewai hunched defensively for a second, uncertain, shoulders jutting from beneath her plain black T-shirt. Only for a second, though, and then she was calm and in control of herself again, fingers tapping thoughtfully against her thighs. She was looking at Tony in much the same way she’d looked at the pigeon, thoughtful as only hunters could be. Tony shivered.

      Hinewai brightened in realisation – like she’d suddenly gone ‘oh, yes, inexplicably killing birds isn’t really what normal people do’ – except apparently what she thought she’d done wrong was etiquette. She picked up a napkin and dabbed the blood from her mouth, delicately. Then she gave Tony a hopeful look.

      “Oh my god,” Tony said, against her will and common sense. “You are the sweetest thing.”

      Hinewai smiled a little, in a cautious, distrustful sort of way. Hinewai wasn’t very good at smiling yet – she seemed to think it was weird or something. Hinewai thought a lot of perfectly normal things were weird.

      “I thank you,” Hinewai said, and smiled in earnest, bright with joy.

      …The thing about Hinewai was that Tony knew, logically, she should be wary, should keep her distance – and then Hinewai looked at her, eyes solemn pools of shadow and cheekbones sharp as broken glass, talking all prickly and ferocious and strange, and it was all Tony could do not to kiss her silent. Or she smiled like that, and, and Tony basically lost the ability to form words. Which… she didn’t really have an abundance of in the first place, so that was distinctly unfair. So. Yeah. Her flat-neighbour and scary supernatural ally and sort-of-friend was jaw-droppingly gorgeous. Okay.

      Which was…

      It wasn’t that Tony minded, it was just – dealing with apparently being a taniwha and dealing with apparently liking the ladies at least a little at the same time was fundamentally unfair. One or the other she could handle, but both? No.

      On the other hand, hey, maybe it was normal to get crushes on scary beautiful fae atua-people regardless of how you previously identified in terms of orientation. There was nothing wrong with that. You liked who you liked, and sexuality could be a shifting thing. So that was fine.

      On the other other hand, she had a crush on a girl who ate pigeons.

      …She could really use some air.

      “I, um,” Tony said. “I need to go look at the ocean a bit.”

      Hinewai frowned, cocking her head. That was so cu – that was totally not endearing in the slightest. “Is something the matter?”

      The matter was that the last thing Tony wanted was to go all stupid and love-struck right when she most needed to have her wits about her. She needed a job, she needed to be able to navigate this awesome scary new world, she needed – “I just,” she said. “Need to look at the ocean, okay?” She attempted a grin and bounced a bit. “Everything’s just kind of overwhelming! The sea’s really pretty, it calms me down.” It was home.

      “Even after turning into a ‘horrible sea monster’?” Hinewai said.

      “Oh. Right, yeah. That.” Tony stuck her hands deep in her pockets, curled them into fists, bit her lip. “I should start trying to deal with all of this, shouldn’t I.”

      “You should have done that a long while since,” Hinewai said flatly. “I blame your human upbringing; it’s plainly what made you so stupid.”

      Tony stared at her. “… I,” she said, and she left very quickly before she could do something stupid like burst into tears, or punch Hinewai in the face, or turn into a taniwha. Or all three of those things at once.

      The ocean. Yes.

      It had felt like home as soon as she saw it, the sea had; she’d grown up on an apricot orchard in Otago and they’d visited the lake often enough that she knew how much she loved water, the sparkle and glint of it, how smooth and weightless the world was when you swam. She’d never realised about the sea, though, until she’d visited Wellington for the first time and everything fell into place, every step she walked and breath she breathed had made her mind and heart sing out home home home.

      Just thinking about it made her calmer, usually, but she was still fighting off anger and shame, so instead she wondered about that. About how coming to Wellington had been so perfect, how everything had fitted together so well.

      Tony went and bought some gelato, then sat in the corner of the store to eat it. She rang her mother.

      She had to ring a couple of times; her mother tended to misplace the phone, even though it was a landline. She got through finally, though, and it was a relief just to hear the familiar voice on the other end. “Sweetheart! How are you?”

      “I’m gay,” Tony said, toying disconsolately with her spoon. “I’m like, at least sixty percent gay.”

      “Peach pit,” her mother said kindly, “I love and support you no matter what. Also, you’ve been in love with Wonder Woman since you were seven.”

      “No, shut up,” Tony said, half-laughing, “she was really classy, okay, I was young and impressionable – oh, uh, and the other thing. I’m also a taniwhaaaa?” She petered off on the last syllable.

      “Oh, finally,” her mother said.

      Tony’s gelato was melting. She scooped around the edge of the cup, capturing the drops. “Wow, you sound really unsurprised – it’s like you knew that or something,” she said, grinning a little.

      “Think of it this way! You have a secret identity. Like Wonder Woman, or Iron Man… ”

      “Muuuum,” Tony complained, “when will you stop with that – I will never be anything like Tony Stark!”

      “You’re very good with your business, though,” her mother said proudly. The conversation was comfortingly familiar, which was what her mum had intended, probably. It brought back memories of rainy days spent lying on the floor reading comics with her. They were nice memories, soft and familiar as well-worn pages.

      Tony grinned. “Which is just another way in which I’m absolutely nothing like Tony Stark,” she said. “Seriously though.”

      “In all seriousness, dearest, you should talk to your uncle. He knows more about this sort of thing. It comes from your father’s side of the family.”

      “Cool,” Tony said.

      “Just give me a minute, I think he’s out in that blasted radish patch of his.” Tony, smiling, moved the phone away from her ear just in time: “RAAANGI!” she heard, distantly, and she chuckled to herself.

      The gelato was delicious.

      “Hey, kid,” her uncle said half a minute later, and Tony moved the phone back to her ear.

      “Hey, matu.”

      “So what’s on your mind?” Rangi said.

      “I want to talk about taniwha.”

      She could hear the clatter of metal; he was probably making tea. “Boy troubles?” he said knowingly. “Or problems at work? You just remember you’re a precious pearl and any boy’d be lucky to – oh. Uhh.”

      “Mum said you’d be the one to ask about that,” Tony said sweetly.

      There was an awkward throat-clearing noise. “Oh, uh,” he said. “No idea why she’d say that. You know I don’t know te reo or the stories as well as I’d like! Aha… Taniwha are like dragons, right? Lizard dragons. Basically lizards. Man, I sure don’t know anything about taniwha.”

      “Rangi.”

      “So I hear you’re gay now! How’s that going?”

      Tony sighed and tried a different tactic. “Hey, remember the first time we visited Lake Wanaka? When I was really little?”

      “Course I do,” Rangi said, sounding relieved.

      “Remember how I swam really well even though it was the first time I ever swam?”

      “Yeah,” he said proudly. “Like a fish.”

      “And then when the fisherman let me pretend to steer but then I was really good at it and –”

      “What’re you getting at here, hon.”

      “Was Dad a taniwha too?”

      Rangi hummed noncommittally.

      “Matu,” Tony said.

      “… Maybe a bit.”

      Tony rolled her eyes. “A bit.”

      “Yeah!” Rangi said. “Yeah.”

      Tony made a frustrated noise. “You are the worst person ever to talk to about this, ugh,” she said.

      “Anyone you can talk to about this up there?” Rangi said. There was the sound of sizzling fat. Oh, a fry-up. Yay.

      “One guy, but he’s cryptic and weird and sprang it on me without giving me a choice.”

      Rangi growled. “Want me to come over and bash a few heads?”

      “No, uncle, that’s – no it’s really fine. I can bash heads myself if I want, I’m hella strong when I’m all taniwha.”

      “You can turn into one? Your father always just had strong instincts. Damn.” He whistled. “That’s my girl!”

      “Sure, matu.”

      “You should probably go talk to that guy,” Rangi continued. There were more sizzling sounds. She had better finish the conversation before he left the phone lying on a table or something.

      “Next time you do come up, could I borrow your old guitar? My one’s strings got broke and I haven’t had time to practice.”

      “Sure thing. And you give him hell from me, kiddo.”

      “I will give him, like, a gazillion hells,” she promised, hanging up. She finished her gelato. Then she went down to the ocean, feeling a lot more at ease. Family could do that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Saint hadn’t been this terrified since – well, to be honest, he’d never been this terrified. But people were in trouble.

      “I have to help them,” was the first thing he said once he’d managed to stand up, and he nodded to himself and ran down the stairs.

      …Ran down two or three of the stairs, at least, before his tired feet stumbled. He reeled, nearly fell, had to catch his balance with one hand against the wall. “Okay,” he said conversationally, gasping a bit, “first I have to re-learn how to walk, apparently. Then I have to help them.”

      “It’s dangerous,” Noah said, plainly distressed. “You might die. Don’t.” He was twitching back and forth with more and more rapidity until he was barely in one place for long enough for Saint to look at him before he moved again.

      “Yeah, but if I don’t then some other people will die,” Saint snapped, “possibly in rather extreme amounts of pain – I don’t know, I’m not exactly an expert on the hunting habits of maero but I’m willing to bet it won’t be fun. Would you rather they die instead of me?” He didn’t wait for Noah to answer before he continued. “Not that there’s much I can do, mind, except maybe yell a bit and hope that some police folk come along so they can die instead. I cut its head off and it survived. More than just survived – it’s dandy, it looks like it’s up for killing me and then killing a few other people and then skipping through a happy little meadow. The only scenario where I’d win against that thing is if we were in a competition to see who was best at dying!”

      He paused.

      “… Think I stole that from Doctor Who. Sorry.” He waved a hand. “Bit distracted by the whole dying thing. I’ll be all clever and witty at you later. Except – oh wait!” He stretched his mouth into a manic grin. “No I won’t, because I’ll be dead!”

      “No,” Noah snarled, raw and vulnerable, and what was it about just mentioning people dying that made him break so utterly, that stripped all his friendliness away? “No dying, not for any of you. There has to be a way, Saint. You have to think of something –”

      “Help me!” Saint snapped at him. “If you’re so damn clever tell me how I can stop this thing! Help me!”

      Noah froze. It was jarring, him going from flickering back and forth to stopping and standing quite still, perfectly still. He drew in breath sharply, which presumably was for dramatic effect as Saint doubted he needed it, being dead and all. “… No,” the wairua said, mostly to himself. “No, I can’t do that. The last person I… No.”

      “Right. Wonderfully helpful of you. I suppose that’s what I get for trying to rely on intangible people – they’re never there when you need someone to lean on. Okay.” He stood straight. “I think I can walk now. Here’s hoping me being a pathetic coward hasn’t already consigned some poor fool to death. Ah well. At least I can die dashing.” He straightened his coat and held his head at a more rakish angle and grinned. “How do I look?”

      “Stop this stupidity,” Noah said.

      “Stupidity? This is my heroic last stand we’re talking about here! This is important stuff. It’d be horrible if I died looking less than my best. People would laugh. They would laugh snidely.”

      He started down the stairs. Stopped and shuddered, a full-body shiver of fear. Clenched his fists. Swore. Went on again.

      Noah stood in front of him suddenly; Saint squinted and focused on him, and could see that Noah’s eyes were dark and sombre, his mouth quite definitely not forming a smile. “No.”

      “I think you’re a wee bit too insubstantial to stop me, ghost-boy.”

      “You’ll die. Stop.”

      “Not,” Saint said, slow and clear. “Going. To happen.”

      They stood there for a moment, at an impasse.

      Then Noah sighed. “… Decapitation doesn’t kill the mohoao, the maero, the hungry giants. They are the wild-men-of-the-forests, and they are killed by the same things that the forests are.”

      “I’ll be sure to start a possum farm.”

      Noah shook his head and growled. “No. Stupid. Stop being stupid. This is important.” He held up his right hand, palm facing him, fingers fanned out. He closed his eyes like he was bracing himself for something, then opened them and, with his left hand, pulled off one of his fingers – the little finger. It was like plucking a fruit; it resisted at first, and then came away cleanly. There was no blood, just a little hole where the finger had been. He held it out to Saint.

      “Dude,” Saint said. “Gross.”

      Noah snorted. “I’m giving you a precious and dangerous thing, boy,” he said, “which I went to quite a lot of trouble to obtain. Don’t treat it so lightly.”

      Saint eyed the finger doubtfully. It twitched a little, which really didn’t help. “Don’t you need it?”

      “I’m left-handed,” said Noah, as though that explained everything.

      “And. What is it, exactly?”

      Noah said, “The thing that kills forests.”

      Also not helpful. “When I asked you to help me,” said Saint, “I didn’t literally mean for you to give me a hand!” Noah glared at him. Saint quietly filed away the joint joke he’d been planning on making and said instead, “But – seriously. What do I even… What do you expect me to do with it, exactly? Poke him in the eye?”

      “Breathe it in,” said Noah. Saint frowned at him.

      “Huh?”

      “Saint. Hurry.” Noah was speaking through clenched teeth. “Do you want people to die?”

      Saint winced. “No,” he said, quietly. “No I do not. Well, then.”

      He took the finger. It didn’t feel of anything in his hand, only a vague warmth, maybe. He held it up to his face but then lowered it again, shuddering. “I can’t.”

      “Coward.”

      “No! I mean, yes, I probably am, but I literally can’t, it’s too …In my head I’m thinking of it as solid. I can’t breathe it in.”

      “Well, then,” Noah said.

      “… Oh,” said Saint. “Oh. Hell. Ew.”

      “It is a –”

      “Precious and dangerous gift. Yes. Thank you. Next time you feel the need to get me a present, just get me some socks or an amusing card, all right? Okay. Time for some queasy heroics.” He held up the finger, and eyed it doubtfully, and then, before he could think too much, swallowed it.

      It was unpleasant. If he’d ever eaten worms, he imagined it would have felt something like that, the same squirmy sensation, the feeling of eating something unpleasantly alive. Except that eating worms probably didn’t make you feel like you were on fire afterwards.

      Saint came back to himself gasping and shuddering. He was on all fours on the landing, and the wooden floor was charred where his hands rested, and the air smelled of smoke. He stood up, feeling raw and jangling and strange. He danced a little impromptu dance, at the end of it extending a hand towards one wall and clicking his fingers. Fire plumed out of them and scorched a neat hole in the plaster. He’d seldom felt more alive.

      “Well,” Saint said, grinning fit to burst. “I always knew I was hot, but this is ridiculous.”

      Noah laughed. “Is there really time for puns?”

      “Always,” Saint said, but he ran down the stairs, taking them two or three at a time in great leaping strides.

      It was average Wellington weather outside, cloudy and windy. The street was one of those that acted mostly as an in-between place, a place for cars to drive right by, with most of its buildings on lease or not earthquake safe. There weren’t many people around. Saint spotted the maero maybe twenty metres away, walking deadly slow – more creeping than walking, really – and, just ahead of him, a couple of people, an Asian-looking girl and a white guy, both laden with shopping bags.

      Saint shouted, “Hey!” but if they heard him they didn’t show any sign of it. The maero turned around and took him in, though, and Saint was hoping it’d run at him, or just run, but it turned back to its prey, advancing.

      Saint dashed toward it, heart in his mouth and ghost-friend by his side. The maero lifted up one hand with those fearsome claws and batted at the guy, sending him reeling. He hit the ground hard. The girl screamed and swung her shopping bag against the maero, once, twice, but it still advanced. The guy stumbled to his feet, yelling for help, and the maero put one claw under the girl’s throat, tilting her head up, and Saint finally, finally got within range.

      “Hey!” he hollered again, and the maero turned and faced him. Its yellow teeth bared in threat or amusement: here was its prey, scuttling back tamely to the slaughter. It lifted one claw, not even trying to be quick. Saint was still scared. It was tall and uncanny and it had claws like meat hooks and he was so damn scared.

      Saint held out both hands, and he burned it.

      Burned just it, mind – he was fiercely aware of how easy it had been to burn a hole in the wall and it’d be just as easy to burn a hole in the girl or a nearby car if he wasn’t careful. So he focused the fire that he somehow magically had so that the fire burned the monster and only the monster – it felt weird as all hell, trying to use this fire, his hands trembling worse than if he’d been holding a gun. But damn did he burn it good. He burned it until the fur seared and the skin slipped from the bones and the bones blackened. He burned it until it stopped screaming.

      It didn’t take long. Not long at all.

      He held up his fingers and blew across the tops of them, like you blew across guns to cool them, or to clear the smoke, or whatever the hell it was you blew across guns for.

      “Ha,” Saint said, to the blackened ash of the successfully killed monster. He let his hands fall to his sides. His new fire was magical – well, obviously. But it was magical in more than just the obvious way, if it could achieve all that in just a few seconds without incinerating him and everything else within a ten-foot radius as well.

      As it was the people he’d saved were standing there staring at him. The guy had dropped his shopping bag, and the plastic had split. A couple of cans of baked beans were rolling at his feet. Saint swallowed. Yeah, nice going – you saved some people by brutally murdering a creature right in front of them. That’s not gonna traumatise them at aaalllll.

      “You okay?” he said, gentle as he could.

      “Thenk ye!” the guy said, wide-eyed and with a strong Scottish accent. “What a punch!”

      Saint stared at him. “Uh… yes,” he said, for lack of anything better to say. He stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his feet and grinned haplessly.

      The girl was shaking a little, standing closer to her friend than she had been before, though not quite touching. Just close enough to be assured that he was there, Saint rather thought, like it was enough to be within touching distance of someone who was safe and kind and wouldn’t hurt you. She looked around. “But where did he go?”

      Saint glanced down at the pile of maero-ashes on the ground. “Uh.”

      “Most tangata – humans – they can’t see much of what atua do,” Noah said helpfully from beside him. “Their minds don’t let them.” Saint gave a fraction of a nod.

      “We,” he said, solemnly, “may never know. Criminals, man. Who can tell?” He bent down to pick up the groceries, helping load the groceries that had spilled into the unbroken bags.

      “But seriously,” the girl said. She was calming down, slowly. “Thank you. That… that was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.” The guy scowled a bit.

      Saint smiled. “It was my honest pleasure,” he told them. “But you were doing pretty well on your own. Right time, right place, and all that. Will you folks be all right now?”

      They traded glances and nodded.

      “Then my work here is done,” he said, and shot both of them a smile. He contented himself with winking at the guy, as he was feeling threatened, but he blew the girl a kiss before turning and swaggering away like he owned the place.

      He couldn’t seem to stop grinning, and he had to restrain himself from dancing, he felt so alive. Once he was far enough away he glanced at Noah, keeping pace beside him.

      “Did they swoon?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Noah said, looking as awed as the guy had. “Both of them. How do you do that?”

      “Sheer charisma.” Saint laughed. “Thanks. Seriously.”

      Noah quietened. He reached out a hand like he wanted to pat Saint’s shoulder, and then withdrew it. “I thought that would work,” he said, “but can I just – can I just say, I’m very glad it did? They’re brutal, you know. You could’ve, you could’ve been dead, could’ve died, could’ve just not been here anymore. I’m glad you killed it.”

      “Yes, you said. Today, I would say, is a victory for righteousness. Oh hells yes! Don’t suppose you have any detachable parts that’ll turn into a bottle of champagne and a few admiring gorgeous people, do you?”

      “No.”

      “On second thoughts, good, because that’d be weird. Pity, though. I could use some champagne.” He clapped his hands together and laughed, because he felt like moving, because even just moving was a joyous thing right now. Mostly the fact that he still could. He clapped his hands together again, this time making them send up sparks, and he laughed, again, spreading out his arms, enjoying his triumph and the giddy rush of not currently being in mortal danger. “A victory for righteousness and bravery and lovably fearless rogues everywhere. Oh yes! And I didn’t even need to die!” He tugged at his coat, which was looking a little worse for wear, he had to admit. “Provided I survive the cost of dry-cleaning this thing.”

      Noah smiled.

      Saint stuck his hands in his pockets and whistled a little as they walked on down the street, past his doorway, heading to nowhere in particular. There still weren’t many people around, but just at this moment he didn’t especially care if anyone saw him talking to thin air. “… Say. While we’re here and all chummy and cosy, I’ve been wondering – why do you happen to be carrying fire around in your fingers? Just as a polite sort of query, you understand. I merely ask.”

      “Oh, you know,” Noah said. “Some people carry pen and paper, some people carry handkerchiefs… ”

      Saint chuckled. “Nice try. Normal people do not carry around magical spooky fire-making powers in their little finger, pet.” Or handkerchiefs. Wow did Noah not understand the twenty-first century. “And how did you still have it, even all ghosty?” He wiggled his fingers and decided against adding a ghosty sort of ‘wooo’. It would, he felt, ruin the current dignifiedly triumphant atmosphere.

      “I’ve always been a rule-breaker,” Noah said again.

      “Well,” Saint said, not really wanting to push Noah, not when this was the first time in weeks he felt like he was even halfway to doing what he was capable of. “That makes two of us, then.” He held out his fist. “Quite the team, huh? As dynamic duos go we are more than usually dynamic, I’d say.”

      Noah blinked at his fist.

      “You bump it,” Saint explained, demonstrating with his own hands and then holding out a fist again. Noah said, “Ah,” and tapped his four-fingered fist lightly against the space in front of Saint’s. Saint smiled.

      Noah played with wind, absentmindedly, stirring dust in the gutter into little eddies and patterns. “That help I needed,” he said, watching the dust but watching Saint out of the corner of his eye. “It was along these lines. Finding atua which are a danger to people and getting rid of them. Would you be interested?”

      Saint ran a hand through his hair. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off he was a little less pleased about this enterprise. He’d just killed a living thing, regardless of the fact that it would’ve tried to kill him and any number of other folks if he hadn’t. It had still been alive, and now it wasn’t, and he’d never even had the nerve to kill spiders, always had to ferry them safely out the window or the door, and there was hardly anything left of it, just ashes. “I’m hypothetically not entirely cool with the prospect of that idea,” he said, in a rush.

      Noah’s motion stilled. “I could find someone else, I suppose.” He crossed his arms and frowned into the distance. “I… suppose. I’d rather you than anyone else; we work well together and you have a knack for this – but I don’t blame you, of course I don’t. Thank you for your company, all the same.”

      “Ha!” Saint said, and he slung his arm over where Noah’s shoulders weren’t. “I said hypothetically, pet. Like I’ve ever been the sort to worry about hypotheticals. Screw those hypotheticals, I say, or would say in the hypothetical situation where I’m even aware of hypotheticals, because screw them. You want some monsters slain? I’m your man.”

      Noah grinned, and Saint grinned back.
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      The waterfront had been built on wharfs, originally, on and around them. It had been where ships came and went and cargo was stored, had been the lifeblood of the town back when Wellington was a port and little else, and had continued to be an important part of the city ever since. Ocean and sky and land came together at the waterfront, and there were kilometres of it, pathways, restaurants, theatres, sculptures, fragments of prose and poetry carved into the stone, boats, Civic Square with its important buildings and neat paving – and, in places, still the original wood of the wharfs, the piers, Wellington’s connection to the ocean.

      Tony didn’t go as far as the marina where her boat was usually tied up – here there was just a pleasant walkway for people to enjoy, no boats bobbing at their tethers. She still loved it here, the wind and wavelets and ever-changing sky. Often she came down to watch people having fun on the jumping platform set in a space where the old wharves had met: it was best on cold days, watching people shiver and step back and forth uncertainly and finally take the plunge when their friends goaded them.

      Today though, she was here for business. She walked out to a longish stretch of waterfront with relatively few people, and stood beside that statue of a naked guy leaning into the northerly wind. The ocean lapped greasily at the wharf’s walls. She liked the parts where you could clamber down to be right by the water, but this was nice too – it was all rigid and concretey, and still the wildness of the water remained, just hushed a little. It was peaceful. Nothing could ruin this gentle tranquillity.

      “OI!” she hollered, loud as she could. “WHAI!”

      She flopped down to swing her legs over the edge and wait, ignoring people’s odd looks.

      She didn’t have to wait all that long before he arrived, entirely disregarding the ladder and instead swarming lithely up the boundary wall itself. He hauled himself over the edge and sat beside her, grinning widely.

      “Hey, sea-sister,” he said.

      “Hey!” Tony said, and then she punched him in the face. He soared in a great arc off the edge and splashed into the ocean a good ten metres away.

      Tony blinked down at her fist.

      Whai swam back to land, a smooth slide beneath the water, and hauled himself back up, glaring. He was wearing conventional human clothes today, jeans and a T-shirt, and they made him look drenched and bedraggled and thoroughly pitiable. His hair didn’t even look wet, though; it shed droplets like an umbrella.

      “Steady now,” he said, almost a hiss, face contorted in fury. When his eyes were fixed full on her and his teeth were bared the effect was disconcerting, the sharp slivers in the fishlike hole of a mouth stripping what remained of the humanity from his face. In this light she could see that his eyes weren’t true-black, not like Hinewai’s; they were a slick-shiny dark green, like wet sea glass. Too large for his face, and so were his teeth. All in all he was terrifying.

      She just reached out and ruffled his hair. “Hey!” he said, swatting her hand away and scowling. She grinned.

      “It’s kinda rough,” she said. “Like seaweed.”

      “You’re lucky I didn’t bite your hand clean off!” he said, snapping his teeth.

      She crossed her arms. “You’re lucky I’m talking to you at all,” she said, frowning. “You sunk my boat. And you just forced the change on me, didn’t ask or anything; it doesn’t hurt to ask things, Whai! Jeez, I know you don’t like humans, but you could maybe stand to learn some manners.”

      He, rather to her surprise, shrugged. “Fair enough,” he said, then looked around, cringing a bit and squinting. “Wait, fuck, it’s day time, whatcha doing out in the day time, something wrong with you? Magic don’t work right when the sun’s in the sky. And it scorches something awful. Blech.” Grumbling, he took off one of his woven bracelets and played with it, sharp-clawed fingers tangling and untangling strings. He chanted under his breath, something slow and rhythmic as waves. When he was finished he slumped back exhausted and looked at her expectantly. “Well?”

      Tony shrugged, not sure what she was supposed to be looking at.

      “Good,” he said, looking proud. “You ain’t human. You shouldn’t be fooled by things that’d fool them.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with humans. They’re cool,” Tony said, and he paused and then grinned at her.

      “Ha! So I’ve got you all believing now, have I? Knew I could wrangle it.”

      “Kinda hard not to be all believing after being all, ‘Rarg I am a monster rarg I shall eat dolphins and also apparently punch people in the face really hard raaarg.’”

      “Dolphins are damn tasty,” he said, and she waved her fist threateningly. He half-raised his arms in supplication. “No time for chitchatting anyways,” he said, and he stood up and offered his hand. “You want I should ask afore I tangle you in things?”

      She took his hand and heaved on it as she stood so that he stumbled a little. “Heheh,” she said. “And yeah.”

      He nodded. “’Kay,” he said. “I need your help.”

      “What with?”

      He started striding. “C’mon,” he shot back over his shoulder, and she blinked and tagged along behind.

      “Where are we going?” she asked as they walked along the wide pavement. Sun shone over Port Nicholson. They seemed to be heading more or less in the direction of Civic Square.

      “Somewhere better for this kind of talk. ’S past time we got you to the Hikurangi, I’m thinking.”

      “The what?” Tony blinked. Actually, that sounded kinda familiar. “… Isn’t that a mountain?”

      Whai grinned at her. “There’s more than one side to things, mostways,” he said. “Nothing is one thing only. Ain’t you learned that yet?”

      They walked, and she started to understand what he meant, a little: there he was all blue skin and sharp limbs, obviously either inhuman or just really elaborately costumed, and either way that should’ve drawn notice (and admiration, for the second one – this was Wellington after all, and people were themselves here). But hardly anyone looked at him, and those that did didn’t seem to notice anything strange, not after a second look.

      “Can’t people see you?” she asked, curious. “It’s like, they look but their eyes just slide right off.”

      They climbed a long flight of concrete stairs above the lagoon and crossed the City to Sea Bridge, an ornate span of metal and wood and art. There were a few more people here, and Whai scowled at them. “Shouldn’t be able to take notice of me at all, ’specially not if I don’t want ’em to,” he said. He scowled up at the midmorning sun as well. “Salt and sand but I hate the day time.”

      She tried not to laugh at how irritable he was, all petulant and sulky. Not a morning person, she decided.

      The bridge dropped down towards Civic Square, broad and spacious, carefully elegant with little squares of grass and plenty of benches. The town hall was on one side and the city art gallery on the other, with the library at the far end and a silvery ball with fern patterns hanging on thin wires overhead. Tony had always liked it, though she had to squint at the light glinting off it. People were everywhere, relaxing and studying or eating sandwiches or dozing on the glass, and even there, there in the square with its bright sunlight and milling groups of people, no one noticed.

      If she wasn’t careful she found it happening to her, as well. Like, if she wasn’t actively thinking that hey, here’s this atua guy, and he’s real – if she wasn’t actively thinking that, he just kind of blurred, or well, no, not blurred exactly, more sort of just… wasn’t there. Just a presence by her side. She turned to look at him and for a second he was a rangy young man with dyed hair and pierced ears and eyebrow and a crooked but blunt-toothed smile, just a normal guy in a damp T-shirt – but then he was ponaturi, alien and unsettling and way too real for the everyday location and also nowhere near real enough. She could only ever see him as one or the other, though, no matter how much she tried to reconcile the two, to squish them together somehow.

      “Well yeah,” he said impatiently when she asked, and then he said, “Wow you’re thick. Your head’s all dense and slow, ’s like oil in the water.”

      Tony sighed. “You know,” she said, “it’s the second time someone’s said that to me today?” Not in quite the same words, granted. Hinewai didn’t have quite Whai’s gift for dragging sentences into back alleys and then knifing them a lot.

      “Well I didn’t mean it,” Whai snapped. “Idiot.” He worried at his lip. “Uh. Sorry. ’S been a long time since I’ve had anyone to mess up over. Manners, like you said. I know you’re not stupid. You believed me a bit too quick, but we’re kin, you and me, that’s the working of it.” There was a pyramid ahead of them, or two halves of a pyramid, really, with the path running between them. Whai came to an abrupt stop, looking at it.

      She nearly bumped into him. “Hey,” she said.

      He fixed her with an intense stare. “You wouldn’t fall for tricks, right?”

      “Tricks?”

      “As in, the kind pulled by a trickster,” Whai said. “As in: Māui.” He regarded her. Then started walking again, and said the last part without turning around: “Seen enough friends and kin die due to him, not exactly eagersome to see it again.”

      “What?” Tony said. What. What what what. “… Māui? There’s – Māui’s real? As in, there’s an actual Māui? Oh my god, that’s… wow.” She thought of stories her uncle had told her of the trickster who fished up the whole North Island with his grandmother’s jawbone, who stole fire for mankind, who slowed down the sun. After he and his companions had caught the sun they’d beaten it with clubs, she recalled, and that was weird to think about, like – people actually beating up the sun?

      It was a big concept, anyway, because it was Māui, not some weird sea elf race she’d never heard of. This was Māui, there were a hundred stories about him and…

      Her grin slipped away. “People died? He killed people?”

      Whai didn’t answer for a while, and she thought maybe he hadn’t heard, or maybe hadn’t wanted to hear. They walked on. For a moment she thought they were going to enter the library, but instead they turned and took the path running beneath that entrance, and walked for a few metres before Whai stopped again. They were in the slightly covered walkway between the library and the art gallery, now, cheerful and serene, and the bright blueness of the water in the shallow pools to their right contrasted sharply with the droop of his head all hangdog and defeated, his shoulders bony beneath his thin damp shirt.

      “Been trying not to think about it,” he said.

      She stepped forward, because he looked so sad that it made her heart hurt and she wanted to help him. She wasn’t sure he’d welcome a hug, though, so she rested a hand on his shoulder lightly, just testing the waters; he said, “Cool,” quietly, and she squeezed him close and he clung to her like a drowning man. Seen enough friends and kin die, he’d said, and he always called her sea-sister.

      He shoved her away after a few seconds, clearing his throat. “Anyway,” he said, and went on walking. “Māui probably ain’t up to much, there’s been no sign of him doing anything yet –”

      “How do you know he’s here at all?”

      “I knew him. Well, knew who he used to be. Doesn’t matter. The important thing’s to get you settled, make sures you get to know everyone.” He smiled. “The others’ll love you,” he said, sounding satisfied.

      “Others?”

      “We’re here.”

      He nodded at the bulk of the library looming to their left. The sloping walkway they were on clung to the building’s side, running parallel to Harris Street. And ahead of them were the streets that led to other places in the central city, or along either side of the waterfront, or into different suburbs. That was one of the things Tony had loved about Wellington when she first moved here, that all the streets in the central city were so compact, all the important places in a few minutes’ easy walking if you could figure out the tangle of roads. They’d sprung up and changed as the city grew, as it was shaken by earthquakes, as the roads were needed first for horses and then trams and now cars. She liked the library too of course, even if the late fees were kind of ridiculous. There were good books there and all, but…

      “Last time I checked,” Tony said, “and, I mean, correct me if I’m wrong, I never really knew much about this stuff. But last time I checked the library kind of definitely wasn’t a mountain.”

      Whai snorted. “Oilhead,” he said. “Course it’s not. But it’s a learning-house. Those’ve got power.” He tilted his head, looking at the pillars supporting this side of the library – they were shaped like nikau palms, tall and wide and wrapped in steel. Mostly they had gates between them, but where the sloped walkway merged into flat ground there was a pair of pillars with an empty space between them. Whai stuck his hands in his pockets and sauntered through, then raised his eyebrows at her. She followed. He took a step or two back and pulled a hand out of his pocket and waved it at the space they’d just walked through, with the walkway behind it and the library behind that. “’S there.”

      “I know it’s there,” Tony said. “It’s a building. They’re pretty big.”

      Whai sighed. “Look,” he said, in a fond voice, like he was talking to a very small child, “past.”

      First she poked him in his shoulder. He staggered to the side and glared at her incredulously. “Why,” he said, all injured dignity. “Why wouldja even do a thing like that?”

      “Because superstrength!” Tony said. “Does your shoulder feel, like, more than usually bruised? ’Cos I’m pretty sure I have super taniwha strength now. That’s a thing that’s happening.”

      Whai stuck his hands in his pockets. “Children of the sea are meant to be all even-tempered,” he said, to no one in particular. “All calm and cold and strong beneath, waves chewing at rock. You’re letting us all down, Tony, that’s what’s happening here.”

      “Mm,” Tony agreed, and poked him again in the same spot. He winced, and then tried to pretend that he hadn’t. Tony laughed.

      “Are you gonna look or aren’tcha?” he said, impatient.

      “What am I meant to be looking at?”

      He waved again at the space between pillars. “It’s a café,” he said.

      “I – what?” She blinked. “Whai, there’s nothing there. We were literally just walking there. Also: what?”

      Whai shrugged. “Iwi atua needed a place to meet,” he said. “Place they could be themselves, like. Café seemed as good a thing as any. Don’t have to hide what you are in there. It’s a sacred place, sorta – not tapu exactly, just. Good. It’s safe and true and real, ’s a refuge.” His smile turned dreamy. “Mean kai, too. They know better than to cook things what weren’t never meant to be cooked. You should try the whelks,” he added over his shoulder, as he hopped onto a small pole midway between the pillars, and then hopped off it and disappeared.

      Tony stared after him. At the walkway where he should’ve been standing, but wasn’t. He’d just jumped into nothingness. That was magic if ever she’d seen it.

      She gathered her courage. She was scared, in some part of her – people had died? – and she had no guarantee that other atua were anywhere near as friendly as Whai was, either, and Whai himself wasn’t exactly harmless. Those teeth weren’t made for smiling with.

      But. All these people. All these new people to meet, all these new opportunities, this whole world she’d never known about. She was scared, sure, but the curiosity was far stronger than that.

      She crawled into the corner of her mind that was ancient and terrible, and looked with it, feeling the strength of the land through her feet. There was an empty space, a walkway with red paving stones with the wall of a library behind it. And then – then there were trees, a whole forest of them, deep and green and inexplicable, stretching out as far as she could see. She reached out to touch one. Her finger came to a stop against the bark. It felt rough and scaly and earthy, it felt of nothing at all.

      “Oh, neat,” Tony said, and stepped through into the Hikurangi.
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      Steffan lived in a house perched on the side of a hill. Both house and hill were far too large for his tastes.

      In all honesty he’d have been happier with a flat – the house was lovely and all, but it was far too big and he was the only one who lived there. It was disconcertingly empty at night time, and his neighbours made hardly any noise at all. He filled the rooms with absentminded scholarly clutter, to try to make up for it. The only real effect this had was that now when he heard weird noises in the night and edged cautiously towards them he had twice as many things to trip over.

      But his parents were funding his studies, mainly, and if they wanted him to have a spacious house that was technically in the central city while still being all but inaccessible so as to prevent distractions, well, he wasn’t really in any position to argue. He would’ve managed well enough on scholarships and student loans, but, well, the amount it cost for people without New Zealand citizenship to go to university here was obscene, in his case at least. So. He was obligated to his parents, and they just wanted what was best for him, so in his lonely house he remained.

      Though he did wonder whether, if he had an apartment in the city instead, Saint might’ve found it in his heart to drop by occasiona – “Stop that,” Steffan told himself tiredly, running his hands through his hair. “Think of physics.”

      He dutifully thought of physics. He thought of physics for quite a while, actually. It wasn’t hard, because mostly physics was all he thought about.

      Still, though. Once he’d worked his way diligently through all his overdue assignments (he didn’t actually have any overdue ones, but he liked to finish most of his assignments as early as he could. Before they were assigned, if possible) and gotten halfway into a daring new theory about the nature of small particles before stalling, he found himself… well. Lost. And not the kind of lost that came with weird island shenanigans, crashing planes, polar bears and slowly disintegrating story quality, either.

      At that point it was two a.m., so there wasn’t much he could do about it.

      The next day, though, he swallowed his not inconsiderable pride and called his best friend again, despite Saint’s flimsy excuses, because goshdarn – goddammit, one of them had to take steps to fix their friendship and it was pretty obviously not going to be Saint.

      “I got your text,” Steffan told him.

      “My what?” Saint sounded distracted. “Oh. What did I even text you?”

      “‘Tgdpdp,’” Steffan recited, carefully enunciating each consonant, “‘a nptdp’. What’s that supposed to mean, exactly?”

      “Probably something about monsters? I was a little scatter-brained at the time. Hey, interesting fact, did you know my flatmate’s a monster? Well, I say is… ”

      Steffan snorted. He pushed aside some books from the couch so he could sit down as he talked. “That’s a little hyperbolic, don’t you think?”

      “Oh, Steff. Oh, Steff, you precious rule-abiding butterfly. It really isn’t.” There was a muffled sort of noise, like Saint had moved the phone, and the sound of Saint talking to someone; then his voice became clear again. “Listen, uh, could we do this some other time? I sort of have things to do that are absolutely legal.”

      Steffan groaned. “Okay, fine, just – I just think we should meet up. Could you give me a simple yes or no?” Saint didn’t immediately reply. Steff sighed. “Well. Fine. I’ll be at the Pelham for several hours on Saturday, most likely. I’ll be working but if you want to stop by you can – Saint, would it kill you to at least try for once? Do you have any idea how much work I should be doing? I’m trying my best to keep in contact and you’re just gossiping about nonsense. This really isn’t very fair.”

      “Hey, hey,” Saint said, lofty and lazy. “I have work to do too, you know. It’s important stuff. You think I could stop at just killing one giant? That wouldn’t be very proactive of me. My ghost friend’s telling me there’s all sorts of monsters I gotta take down.”

      Steffan rubbed at his temples and thought very irritable thoughts about vexing friends and why did he even bother. “So you’re busy with this, then,” he said. He frowned down at one of the dirty coffee cups on the table. “Giants and ghosts.”

      “Yeah!” Saint said. “Glad you understand, pet.”

      You used to drag me on ridiculous adventures, Steffan wanted to say, and yes, half the time I hated it, but – but – at least it was something, no one at university’s as easy to talk to as you are and it’s not like that’s even setting the bar very high – “There was a time not too long ago when you were occasionally very nearly plausible,” he said instead, tight and sharp. “Oh, how I miss that time. Those were the days!”

      “Uh,” Saint said. He sounded discomforted. Good, Steff thought savagely.

      There was a pause.

      “… For realsies, though,” Saint said. He sounded a lot more serious now, or at least as serious as someone could sound while using the word ‘realsies’. “Is it that hard to believe that you’re not the only one who has important things to do? Stuff to contribute?”

      “Saint,” Steffan said, and then he said, “If you didn’t want to see me, you could’ve just said.”

      And he hung up. Refreshing to be the one hanging up for a change.

      He tried to go back to his work, but somehow it lacked its usual appeal. To be honest, it had for a while. He was passionate about the subject material, always had been, but – burnout? Was that the term? He had burnout something chronic. What he really needed was to go relax and have fun, but. Fun. How did you even fun?

      He squared his jaw and ate an energy bar and settled down to put some good solid work into his thesis.

      For several hours there was nothing but the sound of keyboard-tapping, interspersed by muttered calculations, frantic pen scrawl on whatever scrap paper was nearby, and occasional pacing. He worked quite studiously. It was Steffan. He always did.

      He set his pen down and eyed his notes on vacuum decay. His sprawling colour-coded document full of quantum field information in general. His life’s work, the thing he was most passionate about in all the world.

      “I am so fucking bored,” he said eventually, testing the words, and then he left.

      His house was perched on Mt Victoria, with its impossibly steep roads and roads that were only connected to other roads by little flights of steps, with its bright-painted houses and parking spaces built on platforms jutting out into nothingness. Steff didn’t have a car, which made things easier, but he didn’t have a driveway either: the street didn’t reach him, so he had a stunted little cable car connecting the house with the narrow road.

      The cable car rattled and creaked its way the short distance down the hill, and he got out and walked the medium distance into the central city. His life was measured out in moments of averageness, really. Forecast: boring, with a chance of bone-tired genius.

      He went to the Pelham and sat there, fiddling studiously with his iPad like he was here to do work. There was an old couple arguing in the corner, a bored businessman sipping a ginger beer, a chatty group of high school students. He’d thought being around people might make him feel better, but he felt distanced. Normally this café’s clientele was made up of people more to his tastes –

      That was a mean thought. He grabbed a free paper in an effort to cheer himself up. It was one of those silly uplifting ones that normally had crosswords and horoscopes and happy little bits of local news, articles about people with award-winning cheeses, that sort of thing.

      The headline of this one read Man Mauled by Sharks was Wearing Lifejacket.

      He blinked at it.

      Sometimes he forgot to keep up with local news, being too immersed in his work; he hadn’t known about any shark attacks at all. He grimaced and placed the paper on the table. Not very cheery stuff. The old couple’s argument was much louder now. He got up to leave.

      Half a second later he came back and snatched up the paper, scanning it. Something was nagging at him, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. This just seemed odd. Shark-maulings weren’t exactly common in Wellington Harbour.

      The article was sparse on actual detail, so he sat down and fetched out his iPad, browsing news sites. As he’d thought, the authorities weren’t certain that it had been a shark; the body had been found in the water, but the bite marks weren’t consistent with any known species. He swiped his finger across the screen, looking at links. This wasn’t the only odd death. Other people had been drowned, or had gone missing. It went further back than the last few months, too. He sifted through news sites a little more, seeking. More unexplained deaths, and a couple had both fallen into comas as they were walking back to their hotel after a concert at the Michael Fowler Centre. Both of them at once, and neither of them had pre-existing conditions as far as the doctors could tell. Elsewhere a child had been found… drained of blood? There didn’t seem to be any common thread here, nothing that tied the incidents together aside from their strangeness.

      “Hm,” he said. This seemed interesting, and finding things interesting was probably as close to having fun as he ever got. So he went to the library.
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      Saint ran up the stairs, coat flapping at his feet. At the top of the narrow little staircase there was a plain and serviceable door, which he kicked open. Now he was on the roof. The building was some officey headquarters or other in the business district, and he had to stop and blink for a second, because he had not been at all prepared for the view. It was early evening, the cloudy sky purpling at the edges. He could see the ocean stretching out, other buildings rising up around him, the ground far, far below. He hadn’t been prepared for the other part of the view, either, which was a bunch of creepy bird/human hybrids or something. Yikes.

      There were four of them, bundled up in oversized clothes that didn’t do much to hide their inhumanity. His eyes traced the thinness of their arms and the shabby patches of feathers springing out of their skin in places, the tough almost-scaly hooked hands. On his arrival they all sprang up in a cacophony of squawks and screeches, hopping back in quick nervous motions, their eyes fixed on him. This behaviour was especially unnerving on the two that kept tilting their heads so they could keep Saint in view with one eye or the other, a seagull thing and a parroty one with greenish feathers.

      “Noah,” Saint said, raising his hands carefully, slowly, fake-smiling like he didn’t have hostile intent, “you are an utterly rubbish distraction.”

      He tried to glance over at where Noah was standing without taking his eyes off the bird things. It was Noah who’d suggested hunting for atua on the rooftops, where there was no way for them to escape and wreak havoc on the civilians; personally Saint suspected he just liked being somewhere he could feel the wind. He was twirling patterns with it, spinning it between his fingers as he stood there on the edge. Saint was fine with that so long as he didn’t go all weird and amnesiac again, which – had been happening less and less often, actually. And Noah’s shape was generally firmer now, too. “I did warn you,” Noah said almost too quietly. “There’s… not much I can do.”

      Saint chuckled. “Sweet one, I have to warn you – if I get killed by a bunch of mutant chickens because of your self-esteem issues I will be really not amused.” The bird things were still just watching him, wary but staying still; slowly he let his hands drop. One, a little plump thing, was too wrapped up in layers of clothes for him to make out clearly, and one had wide goldish eyes and white and black feathers like a gull. The parrot one tilted its head back and forth, staring. They all of them stared.

      “What are these things exactly?” Saint said, and he took a step forward. The cluster of creatures recoiled. One hissed, its head bobbing. The parrot flapped its arms; it had a stretch of diseased-looking red feathers, underneath. None of them had anything like real wings, though.

      “Spirits displaced,” Noah said. “Pests. Petty little creatures that grew of the forestland.”

      “Like those little hakuturi of yours? But, y’know, not as dead.”

      Noah sniffed. “Those hakuturi were the spirits of this place when it had more woodland,” he said. “These things – I’m a friend to birds generally, but these are just scavengers. Pests. It ill becomes them. They don’t fit here.”

      “Except for seagull guy,” Saint said. The creature in question had wandered off to pick at the ground. “He’s just chilling. Kudos to you, seagull guy. Noah, are these things even harmful? They don’t actually seem likely to be of any danger to anyone.”

      “Well, they’re abominations in any case,” Noah said, and then another of the parroty ones scuttled out from behind the cover of a ventilation thing, snapping its beak at them. It gripped something in its claw-hands that looked remarkably like a car aerial. “And you forget that I’ve known of this side of the world a lot longer than you have,” Noah added. “I’ve seen them attack people. Do you want them to hurt people?”

      That decided things. “Oh, you public menace,” Saint said to the parrot, and he pirouetted and sent a spear of flame directly at it. He missed by a large margin. He guessed he kind of deserved that. Spinning in circles wasn’t very practical.

      The other birdthings uttered shrill cries of alarm and scattered. Saint whooped and ran amongst them, laughing. “This is less heroic than I was picturing at the start,” he said, as his next burst of fire caught the seagull one solidly in its beaky face. “I pictured myself standing silhouetted bold and grim at sunrise, holding my own against like, a dozen maero, y’know? This is more like… ” He flailed flame at one of the birdthings and swore cheerfully when he missed it. “Pest extermination. I’m not complaining, mind. I merely observe.”

      “Maero are largely South Island creatures,” Noah said. “Your – house-sharer… ”

      “Flatmate,” Saint said helpfully. The parrot one launched itself over the handrail to glide north down the Quay, but Saint managed to singe its tail-feathers to send it on its way.

      “Your flatmate was an outlier.”

      “Really? You know ‘outlier’ but not ‘flatmate’. Really.” He seemed to have gotten rid of most of them, but he was still full of energy, so he tilted his head upwards and sent a great roar of fire harmlessly to either side of him, just for the fun of it. He whirled laughing as the sparks dispersed. “Oh that was so cool. Noah, did you see that?”

      The ghost-man was looking serious as always. It was awfully hard to make him laugh, which just meant that Saint had to try harder. “There’s still one left,” Noah pointed out.

      Saint rolled his eyes. “You are absolutely no fun. Honestly.”

      There was one left, the one so bundled up in cast-off clothes that it was unrecognisable. Saint flapped his arms at it. “BEGONE!” he bellowed, loud as he could, and he waved his arms some more in what he hoped looked like arcane gestures. “Leeeave this place! Never return! Maybe go hang out at Zealandia or something! Begooooone!” It didn’t move, so he walked closer, clapping his hands so sparks came out. “Hey, get on out of here,” he said, and the bird looked up, looked straight into his eyes.

      Its eyes were wide and yellow and staring, glaring, set under thick white brows. Its face was lined with brown speckled feathers.

      The morepork gave a high, piercing cry, and then it fled, leaving him staring after it.

      “Well,” Saint said, a little at a loss.

      They just stayed there for a while, hanging out. Noah wanted to leave, but Saint was enjoying the view, the air. The company, too.

      It wasn’t often that he invited people to stay the night, despite what Steff thought. He didn’t have one night stands so much as …one night dates. Generally it went: meet someone pretty and interesting, flirt a lot, take them somewhere interesting, be silly and fun, and duck out of their lives afterwards if they’re boring. There was more variety that way. You could take them to Te Papa and manage to make it interesting – last time he’d done that by pretending that the giant squid had insulted him and he’d insulted it back in rhyme. The girl had been a good one that time – she’d stared a bit and then laughed and laughed and laughed, and he’d got to end that day with the warm happy glow that comes of knowing that you’ve brought some pleasant variety into someone else’s life. The one before her had just blinked at him in confusion when he took her out into howling southerly winds to go broken-umbrella collecting.

      It wasn’t very often he invited them home, not when ‘home’ was such a miserable, dull place. That would ruin the picture he’d built of himself, this dashing mysterious guy – going to their places was fine, of course, but generally they expected to go to his place, and… even he didn’t want to spend time at his place, so they sure wouldn’t. It was shabby, and dreary, and whenever he was there he felt like it somehow shrank him down, diminished him, making him shabby and dreary too. There weren’t many prospective partners that he was fond enough of to not mind the thought of them seeing him so low. Actually, not many people at all.

      …Actually, no one. He hadn’t seen his best friend in person in… what, three months? Five? Twelve? And even before that their friendship hadn’t been friendship so much as Saint dropping by and commandeering Steff’s parents’ car at three a.m. and going on exciting Bro Dates to long-dysfunctional movie theatres and then disappearing and basically he wasn’t very good at people, okay. They were great and all – there just weren’t that many he liked being exposed to for more than a day or two at a time. Any longer than that and you couldn’t just rely on charm any more. You had to be yourself. People got to know you.

      Eek.

      So anyway, the point was this: once people had actually seen to the heart of him, he was less than willing to suggest spending more time with them, because he very seldom wanted to.

      “So, hey,” he said conversationally, swinging his legs over the edge, “we should hang out more, some time. In a non-monster setting, I mean. Nonprofessionally,” he clarified. “Not as colleagues. A colleague-free sort of situation, is what I’m getting at here.”

      Noah stared at him like – well, like he was sitting on the rooftop of some boring office building on a windy evening, which he was, but Noah didn’t have any right to act like that was weird.

      “What?” Saint said irritably.

      “What?” echoed Noah, looking confused.

      There were tiny feathers dusting Saint’s coat. He brushed them away. “That a yes? We could catch some food, watch a movie. Watch some food, in your case.” He stood up so he could stick his hands in his pockets and grin charmingly. “I’d be sure to choose something aesthetically appealing, because I am just that nice. Maybe bento? Bento’s really nice to look at. It’s like art, but with soy sauce! It’d be fun, honest.”

      Noah frowned at him. It was easier to see him as the light faded, though still not exactly easy – he just became a more sharply defined shadow. “Is this a bad time,” Noah said slowly, “to admit that I have no idea what you’re talking about? This language is still somewhat new to me. Sometimes I find you hard to follow.”

      Saint grinned. “That’s kind of what I go for. Which part in general? Sushi’s food,” he added, helpfully.

      “You’re asking me something?” Noah said uncertainly. “Or… something.”

      “I’m asking if you want to hang out.”

      Noah continued to look confused. “… No?”

      “Wow, way to squish my self-esteem like a cube of modelling clay.”

      “I don’t know what you’re asking!”

      “I want to know if you’d like to spend time with me, and thanks awfully for making me spell it out!” he snapped. “Not really an alphabet I’m familiar with, pet. This is hard for me, okay? This is practically cryptography.”

      Noah blinked at him. “I – what? Oh.” Then the confusion gave way to realisation, which gave way to a glare, yikes. Scary glary ghost man. “You said you’d help me,” he said, accusingly.

      “What? I will, that’s –”

      “You can’t just worm out of this,” Noah said stiffly. “I don’t know what you’re proposing, but this is important. We can’t just – just slack off and go catch some food, or whatever. I know you’re a lazy coward but this is important.”

      “Catch a movie. Movies are what you catch,” Saint said. “… Wait, what?”

      Noah blinked. “Ahhh,” he said, drawing the word out slowly. “Can we pretend I didn’t say that?”

      Saint pinched the bridge of his nose. It seemed the kind of exaggerated sign of irritation that was appropriate for this situation. “If I annoy you that much, why are you even here?”

      “I told you,” Noah said. “I need your help.”

      “Uh-huh.” Saint snorted and sat down again, swinging his legs into the abyss. He breathed in deep, feeling the breeze against his face, watching cars passing by far below. “You’re all flimsy and insubstantial, so you need me for the whole monster-slaying gig, yeah yeah. Which, might I mention, is awfully enjoyable so far, so thanks for that, but – why me?”

      Noah sat next to him. Saint glared and pointedly shuffled a few centimetres away from him. Noah glared back and bumped his shoulder against Saint’s.

      Saint flinched away. “Blech,” he said. It felt like pins and needles but worse. Pins and giant needles. Pins and swords. “That wasn’t an answer.”

      Noah sighed. “You see things other people don’t,” he said, sounding just as irritated as Saint was. “You – don’t live in quite the same world most others do, you live outside. You’re a rule-breaker, like me.”

      “So you’re a lazy coward too, then? I rejoice! Misery loves –”

      “Oh, shut up. Yes! Yes, the things that make you useful to me are the same things that make you unreliable and shiftless,” Noah said. “I can handle that. Please can we stop talking about emotions now? This is stupid.”

      Saint stared at him. The thought of spending any more time with this guy than he absolutely had to was becoming less and less appealing. That was always how it went. “And now I’m something to be handled? Wow, thanks for that,” he said. “So glad to be demoted from ‘partner’ to ‘liability’. From what you’re saying I guess you know me pretty well, so don’t you know that’s not the way to do this? You really should start faking some more niceness. Flattery should be spread over your every statement, like maple syrup over pikelets. Pancakes. Both! I’m unreliable and shiftless, after all. You can’t be too careful!”

      “And reckless,” Noah said, watching him. “Easily angered. It makes you unpredictable. You should be flattered I trust you at all.”

      “Like hell I should! I don’t even know who you are. Sorry, who you were. Oh, because in case you’d forgotten, you are really quite dead! Aliveness is not a thing you’re even slightly – oh, hey. Huh.” He stopped, distracted, squinting down at the street far below them. “That’s… ” he said, and his voice was for some reason thick and hoarse as ash, clogged.

      Noah followed his gaze. “That’s one of the patupaiarehe,” he said, sounding surprised. “I didn’t think any would come to the cities, even now. Strange. They’re deadly dangerous; they can play with people’s heads. You’d better kill it fast.”

      Saint remained still, looking at the thing. Pale as death, and it moved like a hunter. He thought of buses, and of the rain falling gently outside, soft and sure, wearing away at the world, at his mind. Thought of huge black eyes staring at him. Thought of himself sinking into them, his mind blurring away, washed away, lost in the rain.

      “Saint?”

      “It’s – too far away.” Thank the gods, a good excuse. He was shaking, and tried to hide it. “We’ll never reach it in time.”

      Noah smiled. “Like I said,” he said. “You see things other people don’t. You’re clever. You’ll think of something.”

      Saint blinked at him, at the sudden and mildly unnerving confidence in his voice. He weighed the options. Somehow the thought of failing what was currently his one and only friend managed to be a lot more unpleasant than the thought of going up against one of the scary fae mindfuckers.

      Saint hummed thoughtfully. He really wanted to prove all those bad things Noah had said about him to be false, too. They were perfectly true, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

      More importantly, people were in danger. And in the end, despite Noah’s mysteries and unpleasantly true-to-the-mark opinions and all that was unexplained about him, there was only really one thing Saint needed to know.

      “Will you catch me?” he asked, standing.

      Noah stared up at him. “What?”

      “Pretty sure you can figure it out, considering that whole ‘paint with all the colours of the wind’ thing you’ve got going on,” Saint said, absentmindedly, lining up angles. The ground seemed awfully far away.

      “Saint!”

      He leapt.

      The feeling of leaving the solidness beneath his feet was terrifying, and his stomach swooped as he plummeted. His coat was flapping in the wind, there was a roaring noise in his ears, people were staring up at him. He thrashed his arms more than he meant to, feeling a panicked shout bubbling into his throat, the ground came closer closer –

      And then the wind caught him, and for a few seconds he flew.

      When he touched the ground it wasn’t sickeningly hard, feeling all his bones crush to nothing. It was soft as a feather, his coat billowing around him. He automatically crouched as he landed to take the impact, but there wasn’t much impact to take.

      Awful dramatic-looking, though.

      Saint stood up, staggering only a little. “Right,” he said, and grinned crooked and crazy at the onlookers, and then ran after the patupaiarehe with his coat flapping and Noah keeping silent pace beside him.

      It had been so long since he’d felt anything even like this, this surety of purpose. It was in his gut and bones and throat, in every part of him, warm and sweet as hot chocolate: he was of worth.
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      His hair was red-gold, a proud tawny mane bound back with a tie of flax. His eyes were the blank pale blue of a dawn sky. His suit was really expensive, so he was doing his best not to splatter any roadfilth on it.

      His name was Ariki, chief, lord. He didn’t feel much like a lord at the moment, running half bowed over through the evening streets, cars beeping impatiently by and pursuit hot on his heels.

      Ariki was a fighter, a dancer, a warrior born. Fleeing ill became him.

      He turned in a fluid whirl of motion and stood strong, stood firm, slammed the butt of his taiaha against the asphalt. Rather to his surprise, the man who’d been chasing after him stopped dead, almost falling over in his haste, stumbling back a pace. Ariki couldn’t get a good look at him, in all the confusion of lights and cars and stars dimmer than those he was used to; just the outline of a tallish man in a heavy coat, panting, eyes wide in rage or fear. He was unarmed. He was a fool, then, though canny enough to notice things he oughtn’t.

      Ariki had a knife at his waist if he needed it, but he doubted he would. Doubted he’d need his taiaha, even, other than to thump it against the ground and laugh. “I am Ariki! Come closer, then, human thing, if you think it wise,” and he jerked his head forward and distorted his face into a grimace like he’d seen human warriors do once, snarling and with his eyes rolled back to bare the whites. Then he laughed, high and shrill and piercing.

      The foe stood his ground for one heartbeat. Two. Three, and he was running, running away as though there was an eagle at his back, running splayed-limbed and frantic and Ariki leaned against the shaft of his taiaha and laughed and laughed and laughed as the coward didn’t even look back to see if he was being pursued.

      Quite a heartening encounter, all in all, but now he was hungry. He could drink humanblood, he supposed, as he’d gotten quite a taste for it over the last few months. On the other hand he could just go to the Hikurangi for sugar-water and raw steak and sorbet, which would put his suit in much less danger of being bloodied or muddied any further or, God forgive, torn. Right, then.

      A middle-aged human woman was frowning at the place where he was standing, where he’d been standing a little too long. He sighed out a laugh. “Oh, no no no, darling little fool, it wouldn’t do for you to notice me,” and passing by he dug his fingers into her skull. She swayed on the spot, her eyes blanking. He didn’t really feel like encountering more than one stupidly brave human in one day.

      Ariki walked on, thinking perhaps this was a dance he could learn in time, perhaps, perhaps. In the meantime he laid his taiaha over his shoulder and strode through the confusing streets as though he were lord of them. This new world held sport aplenty, for those who knew where to look.
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      For a second it looked like the forest stretched out forever. It was deep and green and dim, and quiet in the way that resonated. It was moist, and smelled of rot – but the good kind of rot, the healthy kind, the forest kind. Tony breathed in as she walked through, feeling a smile grow on her face, not even unnerved by the fact that when she glanced back at the city it wasn’t there, nothing but forest as far as she could see. She couldn’t hold the two realities in her head at once.

      Magic, she guessed.

      It must’ve been a thoroughly magical place in general, because it seemed like the forest stretched on forever, but at just her next step she was walking into someplace that was …quite undeniably a café, somehow. Walls and everything. And tables, tables with – with very strange people sitting at them, and oh, wow, there was greenery everywhere, plants on the tables and flax in the corners and vines hanging down and gosh this was pretty. There was a rickety staircase that led to another level and that one was even more bestrewn with greenery, blooming rata twining with the staircase, ferns half-concealing some of the tables.

      Tony stood and gaped for a few happy seconds before Whai turned back and tugged at her arm. “Such an embarrassment,” he grumbled, towing her to one of the tables and pushing her down into a seat. He took the one opposite her, shoving someone’s deserted coffee cup aside with a clatter of cutlery.

      Tony looked around, bouncing a little in her seat. There were iwi atua everywhere, gathered in chattering groups around tables or sitting by themselves or bickering comfortably, so that the air had the normal thick café warmness made of equal parts conversation and coffee-smell. The familiarity of that was sort of really cool, when juxtaposed with the obviously inhuman nature of the Hikurangi’s customers – there were people with scales, or spines, or strange eyes, or leaves where their hair should be, and anyway it was just really awesome to see people with feathers for hair or inhuman faces or whatever else clutching mugs of hot coffee in long-clawed hands and leafing absentmindedly through magazines and chewing on brownies.

      Whai scowled at her, drumming his claws against the table. “You’re staring,” he said.

      “Well, everyone’s staring at me,” Tony pointed out. “I mean, everyone with eyes, anyway – oh wow, is that guy made of greenstone?”

      “Huh?” said Whai, looking. “Oilhead. Course he ain’t.”

      “Dangit.”

      “That’s just how your brain’s seeing it, or however that goes,” said Whai vaguely. “Doubt you could handle the truth of things. But – look, stop staring!” He grasped her hand and pushed it gently down onto the table, which was when she realised she’d actually been pointing at the made-of-pounamu guy. “Tony,” he said, seriously, and she tugged her hand free but met his green-glass eyes. “This is where we go when we’re tired of playing at human, got it? When we can’t handle slinking around at edges and corners and dead-of-night. This is our place, it’s the only place where we can go and just be, and I know this is all new to you and a lot to deal with, but – stop panicking! Things are gonna be fine.”

      Tony blinked at him. “What?”

      “Things are gonna be just fine,” he said reassuringly. His voice was all thick and raspy, like the waves at the shore. He patted at her hand. “Shhh, now, all’s well.”

      “Panicking…?” She stared at him. He stared back at her, eyes too huge and teeth too sharp, as they sat amongst this group of people who were as far away from being human as it was possible to be, as they sat amongst this whole shiny, utterly terrifying new world. She was still reeling from all the discoveries, but – “I’m not panicking, what, Whai this is… ” She flailed her hands a bit, trying to get the point across, her mouth pulled into a helpless grin. “This is so amazing, it’s like, the coolest thing I’ve ever seen. How can you not tell that?” The pounamu guy was still looking at her, guarded and gleaming, and she gave him a wave. Then she waved at the other people who were looking at her. Quite a few of them waved back, looking startled but pleased.

      Whai stared at her. “What?” Tony said. She was bouncing a bit again. She really wanted to meet these people; they all seemed really interesting. She smiled at him. He looked unsettled.

      “That’s… ” he said. “Truthfully, it ain’t common for this kind of newling knowledge to get passed along without, well. Uh.” He tilted his head and dithered. “… Shoulda been more screaming,” he said frankly.

      “Oh my gosh oh my gosh,” Tony screeched delightedly, “there’s a guy that looks just like Hinewai oh wow I should totally talk to him!” Then she clapped her hand over her mouth and winced. “Sorry,” she mumbled over her fingers, to the café at large. There was some laughter.

      “No, see,” Whai said patiently, “the terror kind of screaming, not the oh joy looksee it is the Beach Boys sort of screaming –” But she wasn’t paying attention, because she was too busy leaping to her feet and bouncing over.

      “Hey!” she said. “I’m Tony… ”

      He stopped and looked her up and down, all haughty disdain. Taking in every inch of her from her pink gumboots to her tousled hair. The words she’d been going to say clung to her throat. “You’re human,” he said, and then, disinterested, his eyes slid away. He walked past her.

      He was taller than Hinewai but he had the same sharp angles and pale skin and long clever fingers, the same impossible beauty. He was dressed in an impeccable suit, which drew out his sharpness a lot more than Hin’s casual clothes did. His pupilless eyes were a blankly pale blue like early-morning sky, and his hair was goldy-red and long, tied back in a sort of ponytail.

      “I’m a taniwha,” Tony said.

      The man froze. Turned around. His eyes took her in again, and his mouth made a twisted line, and then he bowed. It was a shallow, grudging sort of bow, but it was a bow all the same. “Tēnā koe,” he said, and then he said something else in a language Tony didn’t know. His voice was smooth and musical, silvery-sweet, like a flute. It particularly suited the lilting syllables of whatever he was saying, which didn’t really matter, because she couldn’t understand it.

      “Huh?” she said.

      He raised a perfect eyebrow and relaxed from his carefully respectful stance. “I said, it is an… ” He looked her over again, being quite obvious about it. “… honour to meet you, great guardian of the land.” He laughed suddenly, a flash of teeth and throat. “I’ll rest easier knowing we have the likes of you to safeguard us, I am sure.”

      Whai had caught up to Tony by this point, and he tugged at her arm. “Tony, you don’t want to talk to him,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Ariki’s no fun ’less you want to talk for hours ’bout hitting things and sharpening spears, and nothing else ever. There’s better folk to talk to. There’s better tables to talk to, c’mon.”

      The pale man – Ariki? – drew himself up to his full height and said nothing. He said nothing in a way that spoke volumes.

      “I haven’t ever really guarded anything,” Tony said, babbling a bit, “but, I mean, I’m glad the sacred guardian aspect is the one people keep on drawing attention to, because I’m pretty sure there’s lots of stories where taniwha, like, eat people and stuff, and that’d be even less fun than guarding things.” There was a tension between them. She really hoped they weren’t about to fight.

      “New to your identity? What a surprise. I would never have guessed at that. Considering the sort of company you keep.” Ariki pointedly did not look at Whai, who bristled. “I’ve paid you my courtesies, beastling, let me by.” He looked down his nose at her.

      “Sure!” She beamed and held out her hand, and after an icy, disdainful pause, he shook it, dropping it quickly afterwards as though afraid of catching humanity from her like some sort of plague. “Just one question though – what are you?”

      “I am of the air and earth,” he said. “I am a mountain lord. I am the music you hear in the mists that you cannot help but follow. I am patupaiarehe, child, and you’d do well to remember it.”

      “He’s one of the mistfolk,” Whai said dismissively. “Like I said. They hang around singing shoddy magics and trilling to birds and… and dying of cheeseburgers, and the like.”

      Ariki snarled something unintelligible, his hand going to his pocket; the carved bone handle of some sort of knife jutted out of it. It didn’t really match his suit.

      “Cheeseburgers? What?” Tony said, trying to break the tension, though none of the other atua were looking at them as though this was anything unusual.

      “They can’t stomach cooked food,” Whai said, grinning at his triumph. “Well, we can’t either, but – ’s like how fire hurts, but for patupaiarehe it goes for cooked food too. You can ward ’em off by, like, flailing a kumara at them. It is the best of things.”

      “At least we don’t spend all our days wading through the oily muck,” Ariki snapped, looking much less regal and lordly, “which was foul even before tangata pumped all their soiled slimes into it. You’re looking especially repulsive today, Whai. Was it something in the water, or were you merely born human levels of hideous? I extend my pity –”

      “Your hair looks like a baby’s first attempt at weaving,” Whai shot.

      Ariki stopped talking and just spluttered for a second. He smoothed a strand of hair back from his face. “Well. Your hair looks like shark oil! Like red ochre, like all that’s contemptible in the world.”

      “You stink of uncleanliness. You’re a dog, you are! My fern-root’s the bones of your ancestors!”

      “You’re bored enough to play at war, but you know nothing of death or the hunt. Play with your nets as much as you like, fisher-rat. They will be the things that hold you still when I drown you, when I burn you, when I stab you deep.”

      “You’re a dick.”

      “You – you are a human douchebag.”

      “I hope you die of –”

      “I hope fishermen’s boats hack you to a million –”

      Tony tuned them out. She was watching the fight, first with alarm, then with amusement. There was… something about them, she thought, looking from one to the other. They both had a lean build – Whai was shorter, but made up for it in the way he stood. They were both ferocious, all prickly pride. Whai was smirking, Ariki practically spitting with rage, but their faces had a certain sharpness in common. On a hunch she said, “Are ponaturi and patupaiarehe related?”

      They both stopped mid-sentence to stare at her in horror.

      “No,” Ariki said, at the same time as Whai said, grudgingly, “Yeah.” They glared at each other for a few seconds, and then Ariki relented and said, as though it pained him, “Unfortunately. Distantly.”

      Tony grinned. “That’d explain it, then,” she said. “We should probably get going, I don’t want you guys to fight any more. But it was excellent to meet you.” She bowed to Ariki.

      He sniffed, trying not to look pleased. “Hark at you playing the guardian! You’re not entirely insufferable, I suppose, for someone raised human,” he said. “If you make efforts to associate with better oomph. What on earth do you think you’re, I, please unhand me at – thank you.” He took a hasty step away and smoothed out his jacket, looking a little panicky. Heh. Surprise ambush hugs were the best ambush hugs.

      Whai remained standing where he was, glaring green-eyed at Ariki. “Whai, c’mon,” Tony said, tugging at his arm. “We should get food or something. Like whelks! But not actually whelks, because ew.”

      He let her tug him away from the patupaiarehe, but he dug in his heels once they’d gone a few metres. “Mist man,” he said, voice flat and grating as broken glass, as a mouthful of shark teeth. “Hear me and know this. Stay away from this girl. Her mind is not yours to meddle with, her soul not yours to shape. She’s too strong for you, besides! She could easily tear through any flimsy net you cared to toss! Ha!”

      Ariki stared at him. “… Calm yourself, fish boy,” he said, all cold amusement. “I have no designs on your new friend. Rest assured that I know better than to tangle with a taniwha. You, though… oh, Whai, Whai, Whai.” He gave a patronising little smile and shook his head. “Are you truly getting attached? Like she’s truly kin to you?”

      Whai bristled. “Why shouldn’t I?”

      “She’s nowhere near mad enough to be one of your kind,” said Ariki, “or wild enough, or dead enough.”

      Whai jerked back like he’d been hit. His face went dangerous. Which was strange, because it had been dangerous all along, snarls and ferocity. Now there was a blankness to him, though. Tony thought of him by the pools outside, vulnerable, brokenness etched into the tense lines of his back.

      Ariki looked to Tony like he rather regretted saying that. If so, he was too proud to take it back.

      In a matter-of-fact way Whai grabbed Ariki’s tie and started to strangle him.

      “No,” Tony said, too quiet. No one in the café moved to intervene or even looked concerned. What were they thinking? “No,” she said, louder, and she slammed her hand down on Whai’s hand hard enough to break his grip, then placed a hand on each man’s shoulder and shoved. Whai went flying in one direction, Ariki in the other, stumbling awkwardly into a table and clutching at his neck.

      Tony stood there, breathing hard. More-or-less silence had fallen. The other atua were staring. She felt hideously embarrassed, now, but this wasn’t over yet.

      “You!” she barked, glaring at Ariki. He pointed at himself questioningly. “Yes you, you poncy idiot! It’s okay to needle him, he needles you back, he can take it. But fight fair! Okay? And you!” She rounded on Whai, glaring. He shrank back. “You,” Tony said, more quietly, “are gonna be treated to a nice lunch and I might hug you some more. And stop gnashing your teeth at him!” she added, aggressively, and Whai wiped one hand across his mouth and nodded.

      Better.

      “What was that about?” she asked later, when they were sitting at their table. Whai had for some reason chosen to purchase an albino eel, all pink pits for eyes and slickly white scales, and he was eating it with an air of cheerful defiance. To antagonise Ariki, maybe. Maybe that was the atua equivalent of fighting. Like, instead of throwing beer at them and shouting FISTICUFFS, just being like, ha, dude, I am going to eat my eel menacingly at youuuu.

      “Well of course coffee’s going to be more expensive here,” he said impatiently, “people don’t ask for it as often. A lotta folk don’t like hot things.”

      “No no, not that,” Tony assured him quickly. Her mocha was frothy and delicious and basically worth king’s ransoms. Mocha was so good. “I meant with you and Ariki, before.” She glanced over at Ariki, who was cutting a raw and bloody steak into perfect cubes.

      “The bickering and whatnot?” Whai had the decency to look vaguely ashamed. “He’s a prick! All patupaiarehe are pricks, but he’s the worst of ’em. Uppity little… ” He chewed on his eel vengefully. She was glad he was back to his normal self, but she was worried, as well – she couldn’t help wondering how much of it was a mask. Whether the real Whai was this silly exaggerated poser or the broken man she’d seen, or both.

      “No, I meant… ” She chewed on her lip. “That stuff about him meddling with my mind? You sounded pretty serious.” This place felt cosy and safe, mainly, so that had jarred.

      Whai looked surprised. “Well, it’s what they do. Patupaiarehe. They dance around in people’s heads. With music mainly, their kōauau or pūtōrino. Dumbass flutes,” he added by way of explanation.

      “What?”

      He waved vaguely with the hand that wasn’t currently wrist-deep in eel innards. “’S in all the stories,” he said. “They lure pretty humans away, make ’em live with them in the mist till they’re bored of them – or just make them spend the night, sometimes. Send them off on their way to pine and moan and in good time bear li’l halfblood babes.” He chewed thoughtfully. “It’s horrible, really. Stealing humans away like that.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Instead of just drowning ’em, like sensible folk.” He shook his head. “Patupaiarehe. They’re all thick.”

      It was a mark of Tony’s distraction that she didn’t even pay attention to the drowning remark. “They – what, enchant people? With flutes?”

      “That’s their gig, yeah,” Whai said. “Sound sorcery, guess you could call it, ’s like weaving a magic but with music ’stead of nets. Can make people think however they want them to without people even noticing half the time. Cowards!” he added disparagingly.

      Tony thought about that for a second. Thought of coldly beautiful people like Ariki, like Hinewai, playing sweet music in misty mountain forests, luring people their way, twisting them to do their bidding. And then when they got bored? What then?

      Playing music, and their pet human following it, eager, following the music until suddenly there wasn’t ground beneath their feet any more and they were falling.

      Kōauau. Tony had noticed Hinewai’s flute the day after she moved in, had asked her to play it – it sounded sweet and wavering, like rain on the wind, and even just remembering it made goosebumps spring to life on her skin, made her shiver. I carved it myself, Hinewai had said. From the bones of an eagle, back when there were eagles. It hung from a tough string around her neck, and Tony had wanted to touch it, trace the cord’s path along that perfect pale skin, trace back to her neck, touch the jut of her collarbone, the curve of her jaw. Hold her close and feel the warmth of her.

      Sound sorcery. They dance around in people’s heads. Can make people think however they want ’em to.

      No. No no no. No. That couldn’t – no –

      “Tony,” Whai said, poking at her, and she blinked and looked up. He was watching her with vague concern, and when she looked up he relaxed and smiled. “You well? This too much for you?”

      “No, it’s… this is, I just.” She struggled for words. Couldn’t find any, nothing to fit the feeling of hurt and betrayal that was like a knife in her gut. Twist them to their bidding. “I – I just, this isn’t –”

      “What’s ailing you?”

      And, “I miss my boat,” was somehow what she said, staring down at her mocha as though it could divulge the secrets of the universe. “I just. I really just miss when I was out on the sea, showing people amazing things, making them smile, just – the salt, and the routine, and I just… miss my life, okay? This is nice, this is cool, and I’m pretty sure I’ll adjust really quick because that’s what I do, but… I miss it.”

      Whai finished off his eel. He looked at her thoughtfully. “Hang on a sec’,” he said, muffled, because he’d started to take his shirt off, peeling it away from his blue skin. Tony sat there and blinked. Whai dumped his shirt on the ground beside his chair and stretched out, sighing. He looked a lot more comfortable. For some reason he glanced over at Ariki, looking almost smug, but when Tony looked as well Ariki was staring fixedly in the other direction.

      Tony decided not to think about that.

      “Are you trying to seduce me, is that what this is?” she said, grinning. “Are you trying to comfort me with your masculine wiles!”

      “Ugh. Don’t be foul.” He wrinkled his nose. “I’m proving a point, is all. Looksee.” He leaned forward. He had gills, she noticed. Wow, cool. No wonder he’d been uncomfortable, though; they’d have to be sensitive, surely, so it couldn’t be nice to cover them up with chafing fabric. “The point I’m making here is something that somehow hasn’t gotten drilled into your thick taniwha skull yet, and it is: you are safe here. This is a home to all that need it. This is your home. Rest easy.”

      Tony blinked at him. “Um?”

      “He’s right,” someone said, and Tony blinked again and looked up at Rongo, the guy who’d been behind the café’s counter when they got their food. He looked – perfectly normal, actually, but given the kind of place this was he couldn’t possibly be. “This is a refuge, a peace place.” He patted her shoulder, comforting and warm, and gave her a crinkle-eyed smile. He reminded her of her uncle and she couldn’t quite figure out why; he just felt of safety, of home. “There’s spells to keep people safe here, woven into the fabric of it all. And anyway, no one would dare. None of our people would ever risk breaking the peace of this place.” (That would explain why no one had seemed too concerned by Whai and Ariki’s squabbling, Tony thought; they must’ve known it wouldn’t come to fighting when all was said and done.) “This is our place.”

      “Our place,” echoed a few of the other diners, almost reverently. A plump woman with bright feathers sleek against her skin gave Tony a friendly smile and nodded encouragingly.

      Safe. She was safe. It didn’t matter if Hinewai was playing with her mind, or whatever it was Māui was doing that no one had properly explained yet, and it didn’t matter what she was or what the world was, none of it mattered as much as it had because she was safe here.

      Tony sipped at her mocha thoughtfully.

      “We could use some music,” she offered. She wanted to ask Whai what had happened to the other ponaturi – there weren’t any in the café, this whole bunch of strange creatures gathered together in harmony but not one other of his kind. What did that mean? But he’d only just gotten comfortable, finally, and she didn’t want to see him sad.

      “Too strong a thing,” Rongo grunted.

      “No, no, not the magic kind – well, if it’s magic it’s the normal kind of magic music has, making people feel all together and united and stuff and basically what I’m asking is, does anyone here know… ” She wracked her brain for a suitably patriotic band that they’d have a decent chance of knowing. Crowded House? Gin Wigmore? That song “Somebody That I Used to Know”? No, that was way too depressing. What the café really needed was something silly and vibrant and – ah. Perfect! She grinned like a madman.

      “Anyone know Flight of the Conchords?” she said gleefully.

      They did.

      And that was how Tony ended up standing on a table to lead a mismatched bunch of atua in a rousing, surprisingly heartwarming group rendition of “Robots”. Once again without emotion, the humans are dead!
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      Later, as she was leaving, Whai caught her sleeve.

      “Wanna go get a drink?” he said. He tilted his head at her. “I… never got round to telling you nothing of what I ought to. We were meant to be talking of Māui and how you can be of use. You’ve barely even swam yet, you sad little thing. Wanna go to the water and find out what you’re made of?”

      “Insults aside, I’d love to,” Tony said. She stuck her hands in her pockets and sighed. “There’s… something else I need to do first, is all.”

      He made an irritable sound. “Why you gotta be so –”

      “Human?”

      “Why you gotta be so determined and secure in your sense of self!” Whai snapped, hunching his shoulders.

      “Uh.”

      “’Cos this – this is to do with that net that’s on you, ain’t it,” Whai said, and she blinked at him. He shrugged. “Noticed it when I first met ya – well, when first we talked, I’d seen you before that plenty of times –”

      “Oh god, you complete stalker.”

      “– trying to figure out if you could help,” Whai finished, scowling. “But you barely even got the guts to take on whoever it is charmed you, dunno what I was thinking. I could come help, if you want,” he added, while she was still glaring at him. “Help kill ’em for you. It’d be a pleasure.”

      Whai was the most ridiculous mix of sweet and infuriating. Quite a lot like family, in that respect.

      “Tomorrow,” she said. He grunted. “I’ll bring… fish,” she hazarded, and he shrugged.

      “Like I can’t catch my own food, it’s, it ain’t like there’s anything keeping me from the hunt,” he muttered. “Ain’t like my kin are… ” He trailed off. “Ain’t like they don’t listen to… ”

      “I’ll bring liquor,” Tony said, “the really good stuff. And we can talk about Māui and after that go swimming or grouse about boys or something. We’ll have earned it.” And Whai’s face split into a snaggle-toothed grin.
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      Steffan drank coffee not out of inclination but out of necessity. In high school he’d always been fond of tea, just because it seemed like the kind of thing he ought to be fond of; now, though, he associated it with this one night that had been really quite terrible, so coffee it was, coffee by the gallon, by the bucketful, coffee enough that his bloodstream was caffeine and his waking hours were always.

      Steff had a jitter in his leg by the time Saint appeared across from him, and for a second he just stared up at him, fingers curling around the handle of his cup.

      “Saint?” he said. He’d almost forgotten about inviting him to meet him here. He certainly hadn’t expected Saint to show up, not after all his evasions. He was doing serious work; he’d brought his laptop and everything, was wearing his contact lenses instead of glasses in case of rain or absentmindedness.

      “Heya,” Saint said. He saluted.

      “I didn’t think you’d actually… ” Steffan said. He trailed off. “Have a seat, I guess.”

      “Yeah,” Saint said, sitting, “I’d love a coffee, cheers. And a pie.”

      “No.”

      “A sandwich.”

      “No!” Steffan said, exasperated. “I was objecting on account of my wallet, not your health.” Not that he couldn’t afford it, but he resented that Saint thought he didn’t even need to ask. Saint wouldn’t even like the food here, anyway. He didn’t like this place in general, Steffan figured; it was all subtlety and class, dark wood and shiny mirrors making it seem more open. The table Steff was at was cosied up to the storefront, sheltered by it, out in the air but out of the elements. It was all quite elegant. Plastic and chipped paint and jukeboxes was more Saint’s aesthetic.

      “A really tiny sandwich?”

      Steffan closed his eyes and counted to ten. When he opened them again Saint was leaning forward, staring intently into his eyes.

      “You look very handsome today,” Saint said. “Very clever. Very… ” He leaned forward still further, uncomfortably close. He smelled like smoke. “Generous,” he whispered.

      Steffan glared at him and ordered a sandwich. Saint leaned back, lounging comfortably in his triumph.

      Steff had always had difficulty being annoyed at him when he did this, right from the start he’d never gotten as angry as he should’ve.

      They’d been friends since Steffan’s first day of high school – thank goodness; it would’ve been wretched otherwise. Saint later insisted, loudly and at length, that he’d approached Steff because he had seen ‘the gleaming golden shine of your sterling soul, and knew then that we were destined to be soulmate bros for the rest of our allotted existence’. But Steffan suspected it was mainly because he’d been stupid enough to say yes when Saint asked if he could have some of his wedges.

      And so it had gone.

      And now here Saint was, grinning at him across the table all self-satisfied and cocky because he’d gotten what he wanted, again, without even trying. Steffan wasn’t in the best of moods already – his research into the deaths had gotten nowhere, as he should’ve predicted. Like he was any good at anything in the real world. Stick to theoretical things, to facts and figures, he chided himself, tart, that’s what you’re good at. And on top of that here was Saint, his almost-friend, Saint who just did whatever the hell he wanted, and it didn’t matter what he did because there weren’t any hopes riding on him, and Steffan was jealous of that, sometimes. Saint’s parents never pressured him into –

      He stopped himself there. Sometimes Steff wasn’t as good a person as he’d like to be – he could be snobbish, he knew, superior. And he got too tied up in his work sometimes. But even at his worst, he wouldn’t wish Saint’s family on anyone. He resolved to be polite, no matter how much Saint tried him.

      “So, hey,” Saint said, “if you hypothetically had a phobia of beautiful elven psychopaths that sometimes wear suits for some reason and this phobia was getting in the way of your relationship with a co-worker, what would you do about it?”

      “What the actual fuck,” Steffan said.

      “I mean, not relationship relationship. I’m strictly professional.”

      Steffan pinched his nose. “Not really what I was asking about, Saint. When you actually showed up I thought you might’ve dropped this… ” He made a frustrated gesture. Normally Saint had enough respect for him to make his lies interesting, at the very least. He struggled for words. “… stupidness!”

      The sandwich arrived, and Saint picked at it. “Mm,” he said, drawing out the word like a deliberation. “… Nah. Still being stupid. Awful sorry if it offends your delicate sensibilities, you southern lady you.” He seemed agitated, twitchy. He cupped a cigarette in his hand and lit it in a motion that Steffan couldn’t quite make out.

      “I thought you quit,” Steffan said.

      “I thought your face,” Saint griped back at him, and he blew smoke at him, grinning when Steff coughed. “Relax, pet. You’re not the one with the deadly elf problem.”

      “I’m also not the one with the, the addiction problem,” Steffan said irritably, and Saint raised an eyebrow at him.

      “How many cups of coffee have you had today exactly?” he said, looking amused, and Steff, who had been about to take a sip from his cup, sat upright and pushed it away. “Cheers,” Saint added, and he grabbed the tepid espresso and drained it.

      Steffan tried to glare but found himself smiling a little instead. It was just such a Saint thing to do. He’d missed him.

      Saint set the cup down and lifted the top off his sandwich, then gingerly let it fall again. Still staring at the bread, he said, “I’m not joking.”

      “That would certainly be a first,” Steffan said.

      “No, I. Seriously.” Saint ran a hand through his hair. “I’m in a bit of a bad spot. I wanted to talk to you. Honest.” He looked tired. Weird, considering how he was always boasting about his high-cost enviable dashing lifestyle, and how great it was, and how very thoroughly he didn’t need any friends or any help or anything at all.

      Steffan closed his laptop. “Fine. Talk.”

      Saint lit up, went from slumping and exhausted to sitting up with – well, if you could somehow swagger while being seated, that was what he did. “See, me and this colleague, I think he’s pushing me a little hard,” he said, “asking too much, kind of? He’s not… being very respectful about the aforementioned phobia thing. And, wow, I don’t have to tell you how odd it is for me to be indecisive on anything, I normally go in all hands blazing –”

      “All hands?”

      Saint grinned that insufferable grin of his. “Figure of speech,” he said airily.

      Steffan groaned. Saint laughed.

      Why did he always have to be like this, couldn’t he just open up and tell him the truth for once –

      Steff’s thoughts went, unwillingly, to the night Saint showed up at his door soaked from the rain and trying to hide his bruises, one time when they were younger. The memory of it still made his guts twist. He’d done his best to clean Saint up and get some food into him, and he’d made gallons of tea, and they had sat and watched TV – but that was nothing, that was less than nothing, all he could do was give him food and a safe atmosphere when Saint needed help. It was stupid, selfish, to make this about him instead of Saint, but every time Saint flinched away or lied or told him he was fine it hurt. It hurt more than Steff would’ve believed possible.

      Saint was a tangled knot of complications, and Steffan was sick of doing the best he could but never being enough.

      He must’ve shown some of those thoughts on his face, because Saint leaned forward again. “Are you sure I’m not being a trouble?” he asked, resting his head on one hand and widening his eyes. “You look a little stressed. And old, and over-caffeinated. And boring.”

      Steffan sighed. “It’s no trouble,” he said. It was, but that wasn’t Saint’s fault. And it wasn’t Saint’s fault that Steff didn’t know how to help, either, and it didn’t mean he was allowed to stop trying. “I… I have to.” Someone has to. God knows you need it. But he couldn’t exactly say that. “I’m – doing my duty as a friend.”

      The swagger vanished, just like that.

      “Doing your duty,” Saint repeated. His head sagged forward, actually needing the support of his hand now.

      Steffan flushed. “That’s – I didn’t mean it like that, Saint, you know I didn’t, I meant that, that even when it’s hard it’s… I don’t mind, honestly, I don’t.” Saint was just staring at him. Steffan swallowed and changed the subject. “Tell me about your workmate? Perhaps you and them can reach a compromise. I’d love to help.”

      “Uh, wow. No, I’d rather stick with this, this fascinating vein of conversational gold we just located,” Saint said. He leaned back. Blinked. “Have to. Huh. Would you look at that. Well.” He shook his head as if to clear it, then stood up. “I think that’s us then.”

      “What? No. No! Stop being dramatic. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I could no sooner stop being dramatic than I could cease to breathe,” Saint declared, flinging out his arms.

      “That’s self-proving,” Steff pointed out, then was annoyed at himself. What a pointless thing to say. Stumbling over his words again. He was no help at all. “So, your… your beautiful elf people, are they –”

      “No, no, shut your goddamn mouth,” Saint said, holding up a hand to forestall him, and when Steffan gaped in indignation – more at how Saint said it all gallant than the actual words – Saint added, “By all means, I insist. I won’t bother you any more.”

      “Ha, is that a promise?” Steffan said, trying to grin.

      Saint met his eyes squarely. “Yeah.”

      The grin wasn’t very successful, in the face of that.

      “I do so hate being any sort of annoyance or burden, is all,” Saint continued, and Steffan had to laugh at that. Saint smiled along at the joke. “Anyway, forget about the patupaiarehe,” he said. “I’d rather encounter one of them at the moment than have another second of conversation with you. I actually would prefer for my brain to be scooped out by spoons and then boiled with dry potatoes and served at school camp than put up with this any longer.”

      Steffan stared at him.

      “Frightfully sorry, pet,” Saint said, not sounding sorry at all, and he left in a swirl of coat.

      “Oh, come on!” Steffan yelled after him, but Saint was already gone. “… I’m sorry,” Steff added, to the empty space where Saint wasn’t.

      The sandwich wilted on its plate.
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      Steffan tried to study after that, but after a while he set his laptop aside with a tight, irritated sigh. It was time to face the facts; quantum mechanics just didn’t grab him like it used to. He supposed he could blame Saint for distracting him from it, this time, but it wasn’t like he hadn’t already distracted himself, earlier, with that stupid dead-end research into the unrelated deaths and so on. His ennui wasn’t Saint’s fault. Maybe Steff should call him and apologise – but calling Saint was trying at the best of times, and he couldn’t quite work up the energy. Not right now.

      Dwelling on the wasted research wasn’t exactly productive, but he couldn’t help it; it had just been such a waste, of time and energy. He’d trawled through archived newspapers on Papers Past for a good four hours, and found plenty of articles, certainly, but nothing that tied things together or even gave him the slightest idea of where to look next. Maybe there wasn’t anywhere to look next. It was probably nothing, just a stupid hunch. Why would those things be connected, anyway? People in comas, drained of blood, it was ridiculous, like some absurd fairy tale –

      Wait.

      Fairies. Fae. What was that thing Saint had said? Anyway, forget about the patupaiarehe… Beautiful elven psychopaths. Hm.

      Steff ordered more coffee, flipped open his laptop and researched a little. And sure enough things started turning up. He compiled notes, mainly of the traits that all the stories agreed on. Reading up on patupaiarehe quickly led to other beings as well, tipua and hakuturi and maero and, more interestingly, ponaturi – interesting because by the look of things, whoever had been murdering people was recreating these old stories. The people who had been drowned, that was clearly reminiscent of ponaturi. The blood-drainings and people falling into comas – that reflected what patupaiarehe were said to have done. Perhaps he could put together a comprehensive folder, cite it as best he could under the circumstances, and then report his findings to the police? Even if he didn’t, you could never have too much knowledge.

      And it looked like he owed Saint an apology, and maybe some thanks. Well. He could always just text him later, once Saint had cooled down. This, at the moment, was a lot more interesting, not to mention a great deal easier to figure out than Saint ever would be.

      He put his instinctive disbelief on hold, and researched. He was a student of quantum mechanics, after all. It was what he did best.

      After a while, though, he found his leg twitching again, jittery, full of energy and nowhere to expend it sitting in a café. He packed his things and got up.

      There was a busker somewhere outside playing saxophone, smooth and smoky, and the sound of it helped to ease Steff’s troubled mind. He fumbled change out of his wallet as he was paying for the coffees and Saint’s sandwich, and when he went outside he dropped a coin in the busker’s hat.

      The man nodded up at him and continued playing. He was dressed in dark jeans, a brownish waistcoat open over his rather shabby shirt. Odd that he even had a hat; he had a saxophone where his head should have been, so he probably didn’t need one.

      Steffan nodded back and wandered on.

      If someone was drowning people in imitation of obscure traditional Māori sea monsters, then perhaps there would be some sign of it by the waterfront, perhaps the killer or killers would be based there; he could ask questions of the business owners …No, he’d just make a nuisance of himself. But there was no harm in doing a little looking around, surely. He made his way down Cuba Street, barely paying attention to his surroundings, his mind a whirl.

      It was colder by the ocean, and Steffan, lacking coat or jacket, shivered. He wandered the long stretch of pavement until even he had to admit that this was pointless, that there was no use to this, what exactly did he even expect to find –

      A noose slipped around his neck and he was yanked into the shadow of a looming warehouse, out of sight.

      “Someone’s been poking his nose in!” a voice sand, “someone’s like to get himself snapped up!”

      He scrabbled at his throat, choking; the cord was – rough, his brain supplied, something fibrous to judge by how it cut into his neck. He fell to his knees and breathed frantically and looked at his assailant.

      A girl, much smaller than him, wearing some kind of costume: her skin was blue and she was shaped oddly, her features exaggerated, cheeks too sunken and teeth too sharp. Strange. He hadn’t expected the gang or whoever it was – maybe the girl on her own? – to actually wear costumes. Maybe they had cult affiliations.

      The girl ran her tongue across her teeth, taking him in. “Not much meat on you, is there?” she said, and she laughed like a hyena. “There’s enough! There’s enough! Meat enough, Māripi’s gonna eat her full,” and then she said something in a slippery language he didn’t recognise.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, staring up at her. His mind was chanting fool fool fool and taking in every single aspect of the situation, both at once. “There’s, I have money in my wallet, you’re welcome to, I, it’s not much but –”

      She tugged at the rope, and the noose tightened again. It was strange how quickly choking became unbearable, he thought distantly; how it felt like your face was swelling so fast with all the blood rushing to it that it might burst. He didn’t know what was going on, and that was almost worse.

      The girl put one claw beneath his chin and tilted it up to look at him. He looked at her, in turn. She was potbellied but hollow-cheeked, like she didn’t eat healthily or regularly, or ate something strange; her clothes were ragged and –

      The claw beneath his chin felt real, he noted. He looked at the hand that held the rope, the joints of her fingers, the inhuman shape of her hands. They were real. She… wasn’t wearing a costume.

      All… all right then.

      His vision was filling with stars and the world spun strangely and he choked out, “I can get you food, I, I mean you no harm,” or maybe he didn’t manage to say that, he couldn’t seem to shape the syllables, the world was swimming with black.

      Then the noose loosened and he fell to hands and knees, gasping in air, precious beautiful air, how had he never valued air before now? “Really,” the girl said. She tugged the noose over his head and draped it over her arm, then bent to poke at his stomach. “Hmmm well well. There is little meat on you and Whai does say never kill humans.” Her head jerked to one side. “But Whai wouldn’t know,” she said, grinning wicked. “What would Whai know, Whai nothing knows, no one knows… .”

      Steffan was shivering, he noted, distantly. It wasn’t from the cold. This girl seemed half crazy. More than half. “I can get you food,” he said again, because he did not have anywhere near enough oxygen in his brain right now to figure out what sort of lie he should be telling.

      “But I got myself food right here,” she said, drawing out a wooden knife with a serrated edge made of rows and rows of shark teeth and drawing it along one filthy-clawed finger, nodding with approval when it drew blood. (Thick blood, black and sludgy. Interesting.) “Gonna eat the bones and guts of you, eat the flesh and blood of you.”

      Maybe he could get away. He pulled himself cautiously to his feet and she lashed out impossibly fast and grabbed him by the chin, claws digging in cruelly. She tugged him forward again and held the knife against his face.

      “Might be I should slice you up first,” she said. “Might be that’d be fun.” Her eyes glinted.

      He flinched away from the knife, the sharpness of it. Thought, frantic.

      “I’m a scientific man, by the way,” he said.

      She looked confused. “You’re gonna be meat,” she said with a shrug, and aligned the knife with his throat, the teeth pressing gently against his skin. She pulled back the knife to swing.

      “Allow me to test a hypothesis,” Steff said, breathless, and with all the strength he had he pulled free and stumble-dashed the few metres out of the shadow of the warehouse and into sunlight.

      She was far stronger than him, inhuman levels of strong, faster too, probably, she could pull him back easy… but hadn’t, not yet.

      He turned around so he could dodge the noose if she tossed it again, and so he could look back into the alley. She stood rooted to the spot, glaring at him. Hadn’t moved out of that patch of shadow.

      “So you’re something that doesn’t like sunlight,” he said. “Right. I can work with that.”

      She lunged at him and he flinched and fell on his ass like an idiot, tried to scrabble away but she was already recoiling from the sunlight with a hiss, hunkered over. She started to moan to herself, pained and eerie like the wailing of a cat.

      Steffan stood up and ran, ran until he was far enough away to feel safe again. Then he walked, his mind busy, always busy. There was fear underneath it, terror, self-hatred even, a part of his mind yelling look what your curiosity has brought you, look what taking the initiative has brought you, it will bring you nothing but death, but the rest of his mind was thinking about how he’d figured out her weakness and escaped, and was feeling almost proud, that he’d kept his composure and found new knowledge and applied it. And thinking about the other stories he had found online, and whether maybe those were true, as well. There was just so much to learn. Such depth. Such complexity.
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      Standing on the roof, Saint threw his phone. Just pulled it out of his pocket and flung it, surprising himself with the force of it. Threw the phone with all his strength, and it actually hit the building opposite his, so he must’ve been stronger than he thought. It hit the wall and more or less exploded, little bits of plastic and wiring falling shattered to the ground far below.

      Wow his friends were dicks.

      He had his monster-slaying, of course, and that was fun. He’d fought some squat multi-limbed things with sunken dark eyes and barklike skin and tufts of leaves instead of hair; pretty terrifying, except that they burned like torches, they burned like a bonfire. Under Noah’s guidance he’d lurked by a grille in the gutter until a weakly gasping shadowy creature hauled itself out, and he’d burned that too, and more of the bird pest things, and a thing that took on the form of a different monster each time he looked at it, though it burned easy enough. His least favourite had been the creatures he’d fought late one misty night, a group of weird gaunt shades not terribly unlike Noah, whispering. But they burned, too.

      Even with his monster-slaying, things got in the way, what with that inconvenient phobia of his. At least Noah was yet to say anything about how he’d run from that scary and oddly well-dressed patupairahe guy. Saint didn’t know why he was so terrified of patupaiarehe that just the sight of one made him stumble and falter, why it made blood well up at the back of his throat all saltymetallic and made him think of rain, of buses, made him need to rest his head against the wall and breathe steadily for several minutes before he could convince himself that he was here, safe or close enough to it, rather than on the bus with the pale girl staring all dark-eyed, the girl reaching into his mind and just twisting and –

      He didn’t think about it more than he had to. Didn’t want Noah to think him as much a burden as Steff apparently did.

      He wasn’t thinking about that either, melodramatic phone-smashing aside.

      Later, they went to the waterfront. Noah spent a fair amount of time ranting about beings called ponaturi (gods, Saint couldn’t even think the name and keep a straight face), which were amphibious, apparently, in that they mainly lived by and in the ocean but could come on land. They drowned people and were ever so dangerous to careless humans and were all in all bad news.

      “Have they murdered babies?” Saint asked. He was amused by how personal Noah was about this. Normally Noah was more businesslike about it all.

      “Probably,” Noah said very seriously. He cut a proud and regal figure standing there.

      “Killed a kid’s very first dog and best ol’ pal?” Saint said, and Noah scowled at him. Then the wairua’s head jerked up, his eyes narrowing. Saint could see him clearly in this dim light, though there was a touch more silver to him in the darkness.

      “Someone’s here.”

      “Who?”

      “I – I don’t… ” Noah said, and looked lost for a moment, but he gathered himself and said, haughtily, “Someone dangerous, for me to be able to feel his presence. That’s all you need to know. Look out – Saint!”

      Saint ducked, and something’s worryingly sharp claws whistled over his head. What was it with iwi atua and claws? And how had they even managed to approach without him hearing? Yikes.

      There were four of them, dim and shadowy, hissing at him. There weren’t any other people around, which was good, he guessed; just the bulk of Te Papa off to one side, chromed and gleamy, and a brick warehouse on the other, and all around Saint a wide open space that was perfect for slaughtering goblins. Or, come to think of it, for goblins to slaughter him. He’d been hunting atua for a few days now, and this was the first time that he’d been the one to be ambushed.

      “You lot are clever,” Saint noted, taking a step back. He scanned around for any exits. The ponaturi weren’t so clever after all; they were all in a tight cluster, not spreading out to block his path or anything. Not that there was really that many places to go. There were some benches? He could… stand on a bench? And rain fire from above, he reminded himself, and grinned.

      “Won’t let you live to hurt my folk, not a one of ’em,” hissed the one who’d dived at him, who seemed to be their leader. “Won’t. I’ll drown you dead – wait!” The last bit appeared to be directed to another of the goblins, and if so it was too late: the thing had already dived at Saint, and when he stepped aside it hit the ground and wailed in pain. Saint blinked.

      “Show some control,” the leader said, snapping his teeth at his comrades. “We used to hunt in packs – what’s wrong with you!”

      Maybe he was the only clever one; none of the others had spoken, anyway. Maybe the others would sort of fall apart once he was gone. Saint lifted his hand menacingly as though about to burn the one who’d fallen. As he thought, the leader snarled and lunged at him before he could.

      “And some self-respect wouldn’t go amiss either,” Saint said, “you could seriously use a manicure,” and he sent out fire, thick and fierce and bright, a wave of fire rolling out from his hand and setting the goblin alight. It shrieked and danced back, slapping at itself with its spiny webbed hands, screaming. By the light of the merrily blazing goblin Saint could better see its fellows, which was regrettable, as they were all hideously ugly. They had tangled, ratty red hair, pale and washed-out, like bloodied water; they were lean and sharp and hungry, like the wrong sort of dog, the dogs with chains around their scabby necks and madness in their eyes. There was a kind of beauty to their features, almost, but it was like they’d been pushed too far, like they’d strained the edges too much. This was beauty broken, beauty drowned. Pathetic wretched creatures hunkering away from the light.

      “Okay, forget the manicure,” he said, “you need a lot more than just your claws trimmed. In fact I think this particular group of goblins could be improved by a bit of… filleting!” He feinted at one of the ponaturi which had been trying to sneak up on him, and it hissed and scuttled back. The leader had stopped screaming but was still beating at the flames it was covered with – a futile effort, as the past few days had given Saint plenty of time to experiment and control his new power, and he’d made that particular burst of flame slow-burning and sticky. Magic napalm.

      “I told you,” Noah said. “They’re not ‘goblins’ – they’re ponaturi.”

      “That sounds like potpourri, and that’s ridiculous. I don’t want to fight potpourri. Slaying grandmotherly air-freshener is not remotely heroic. And I’d sneeze.” He had his head tilted towards Noah so he could talk to him, but he kept a wary eye on the three ponaturi who still posed a threat. Their faces were all flickering shadows dancing over sharp angles, and it was unnerving, the jagged skin-over-bones of them; Saint was almost glad when the burning one gave up on trying to beat the flames out and made a break for it, running crabbed-over and pained towards the water.

      The waterfront had a closed-in little area with a platform sunk into it, short flights of steps leading down to it. For if people wanted to get all close and personal with the ocean or something, Saint didn’t know – it wasn’t like there weren’t diving platforms elsewhere, too.

      He frowned at the flaming ponaturi as it dived over the edge and the fire went out. “Are you sure we should’ve just let him scarper like that?” Saint said. “I mean, he’ll die pretty soon, but before that he might fetch more potpourri people and, you know, it’s not like it’s International Setting Goblins On Fire Day; if they make enough noise people will notice something weird –”

      He broke off and shuddered convulsively. Noah was standing next to him, partly in him, really, his not-real shoulder fusing into Saint’s. He hissed, “Behind you, idiot –”

      Saint turned too late, and the goblin that had gotten behind him clapped its hands together sharply, and the hand Saint had raised fell numb and useless. His whole left arm was frozen, actually, right up to his elbow. He prodded it with his other hand and felt nothing.

      “Oh,” he said. “I should really stop with the running commentary, huh… ” He took a step back. This goblin had a clump of feathers knotted into its hair, albatross and seagull and petrel. They were greasy and unkempt, and bloodstained at the tips. It was chanting something, under its breath, chanting something in a language that made Saint think of salt and shells and sharp edges.

      “I think trying to make you stop talking is like trying to make anyone else stop breathing,” Noah said directly in Saint’s ear, making him jump. “But you could at least try. Do you want to end up dead?”

      “It’s not exactly Plan A,” Saint said, taking another step back, and another. The goblins followed, with an odd shuffling walk, ungraceful on land but probably sharp and sleek as a knife in the water. He shuddered at the thought, and then his foot whacked against a piece of timber and oh shit there was nothing but emptiness after that, and he swayed for a second before he found his balance. He glanced over his shoulder and saw water below him, blank and black. He imagined those things hunting him in the water, fast and sharp and deadly, like sharks, tearing into him, tearing him apart. His blood staining the water. And it wasn’t like his fire would help much, if that happened.

      He gripped his useless numb arm through his coat and wished that he could step back, because the goblins were advancing on him, the feather-haired one still chanting softly under its breath and making motions with its webbed hands like it was weaving something, the other two watching Saint with greedy eyes as pale and slimy as fish.

      “Kill you,” one said. “You’re all burny but we’ll kill you all the same, you’re mad and talking to air but we’ll kill you, all the same, eat your flesh once we’ve soaked it good and salty, soaked all the foul fire from it, kill you, kill you.” Its voice was repetitive, almost like it was saying the words without knowing what they even meant.

      “Good plan,” Saint said, wobbling back a bit. “Excellent plan. One problem, though. See, I know something you don’t know.”

      “Oh?” said the unfeathered one, and it bared its teeth, which were thin and sharp and serrated.

      “Unlike my incorporeal friend here,” said Saint, grinning like a maniac, “I – am not left-handed!”

      He flung his right hand forward and sent fire screaming from his fingers. Not neatly like he had the maero, but messy, messy and hot and joyous, fierce fire licking and crackling and scorching. The goblin in front of him died more or less instantly, blasted off its feet to fall in a pile of peeling skin and blackened bones. It smelled foul – rotten, dank. The one beside it jerked its head back and ran, but it didn’t get far before the fire caught it.

      The last one, the one with feathers in its hair, made a complicated motion with its hands, but Saint dived forward and punched it in the face with fire burning in his fist, bright streamers of heat and light trailing along his arm. The goblin staggered. Saint didn’t try the punch again, because he didn’t much want to slice up his hand on those nasty teeth. Instead he thought of something he’d seen a while ago, when he’d been wandering the city at night. People juggling fire, swishing torches in bright-blazed circles and passing them back and forth and painting fierce crimson and gold lines into the night.

      He gathered the fire in his palm, and rolled it, and danced it between his fingers like you’d dance a coin, and then he flicked it with his thumb. The little bead of fire hit the witch-goblin in one eye, and the goblin slithered to the ground, dead just like that.

      “Lovably fearless!” said Saint, breathless, “And like a pyrotechnician but infinitely more badass,” and then he laughed. Then he shook out his left arm, checking. Yes, feeling was returning to it in a pins-and-needles rush now that the ponaturi who’d been doing magic or whatever was dead. That was good.

      “Showy,” Noah said, grinning delightedly. “Showy. I liked it.”

      “Thought you might.” Saint ran a hand through his hair, then jerked his hand away, thinking of high temperatures and heat and how unpleasant and utterly un-badass it would be if his hair happened to catch fire, but it didn’t. He couldn’t seem to stop grinning. “Oh, this is fun, have I mentioned that? I’m enjoying this roughly three thousand times more than a night at the opera, you don’t even know.”

      “Thought you might,” Noah said, smiling. He was learning banter, then. Saint was very proud.

      “Despite initial differences, our partnership’s proving to be a rich and mutually rewarding experience,” Saint said, striding through the broad open area in a townwards sort of direction. He could use a drink, provided there was any bar that would actually let him in. He hadn’t been paying as much attention to looking respectable as he generally did. He reckoned he looked pretty roguish, actually. A right scalawag. “Mowing down all in our path like an advertisement for perfect green lawns. Basically the perfect buddy cop setup, so – hey. Heyyyy. What tropes haven’t we covered yet? I think we need to bicker companionably while on stakeout, skirting our latent sexual attraction.” There was a McDonald’s; he’d definitely be allowed in there, which would be okay, the light and the warmth of it, but a bar would be nicer. “How do you stake out monsters, though…?”

      “Mowing down all in our path?” Noah said. “Really?”

      Oh, gods. Saint had started to hope they just wouldn’t have to talk about that. He winced and turned down Cable Street and went on talking, rapid patter, waving his hands to illustrate his points. “It’d work with European monsters – just tie up a damsel outside a likely-looking cave and hang around chewing at generic doughnuts until a dragon shows. But atua customs aren’t really as ingrained into our heads as Western fantasy ones. Maybe I should use Western fantasy ones, though. There’s an appeal to that. I could have a sword.”

      “All in our path?” Noah said again. “You let that patupaiarehe get away, earlier.”

      Saint’s normal approach was useless here. Of course, his normal approach was just talking until problems went away, which was arguably pretty useless anyway. He gave up. “Let him, sure – that’s one way of putting it,” he said irritably. “Noah, he had a spear. He had a whopping great spear.”

      “It was a taiaha, actually.”

      “That’s not any help. Those are like spears but worse. They are spears on steroids. They are the spears your spear wishes it could be. Nice going, by the way – phallic imagery will add a lot to all this homoerotic subtext we’ve got going on in our banter.”

      “I – what?” said Noah, thankfully derailed. “I’m not sure what that is, but I’m fairly sure we don’t.”

      “All that will-they-won’t-they tension,” Saint said. “Audiences will be on the edge of their seats. Staring at the screen, wringing their hands. Silently begging us to just kiss already.”

      “What?”

      “Your constant denials will only add fuel to the magnificent fire that is our tragic relationship,” Saint said cheerfully. “There’s no going back now! We fist-bumped – according to the internet fangirl community that practically makes us engaged.”

      Noah laughed. “You’re evading,” he said. “Stop it. You should have killed him. You need to get better. You can’t let any get away, Saint. They’ll hurt people. Kill people.”

      “I’m doing my best, okay? Jeez, stop riding me so hard! That line was just for the fangirls, by the way.”

      “You’re so very compassionate,” Noah said. “Except for when you let people die! That’s not compassionate at all.”

      Saint growled. “Noah, shut up already! It probably won’t kill anyone –”

      “It’ll kill. Once it gets over the surprise of a mere human standing up to it, it will kill even more, because of its injured pride, because of not being paid the respect it thinks it is due. It’ll break humans so much and so mightily that they can never stand up to anything ever, ever again. You could have saved them.”

      “Wow! Shut up!” Saint started walking faster, trying to stop him talking, maybe even lose him altogether. There was some public art sculpture on the turnoff ahead that reminded him of Noah, which at the moment just pissed him off even more. He snapped, “What the hell would you even know? You haven’t been human for a very long time, if you ever were!”

      Noah said nothing. Saint winced. He didn’t slow down, but he did turn his head to look back at his ghost friend. “I –”

      He fell.

      Just fell to the ground, like a puppet whose strings had been cut. Fell inelegantly, with a thump, head lolling over to lie nearly on the road. Just fell, and didn’t move.

      The wairua looked at him. Crouched, to look at him better. “Saint?” he said. “Saint, get up. You’re not going to get out of this that easily.”

      Saint didn’t move. Just lay there, still and unmoving like the dead.

      “Saint? Get up.”

      Didn’t move.

      “… Saint?” said Noah, and the uncertainty in his voice was a terrible thing. He stood back up and prowled around the prone figure, his form flickering at the edges as his concentration wavered with panic. “Saint please, get up. Saint? Don’t be dead, Saint, please don’t be dead, please don’t please don’t please don’t be – hm –”

      He leaned closer again, examining, and then huffed out an exaggerated breath of relief, because Saint was always amused when he played with the powers he’d stolen from Tāwhirimātea. The wind stirred the hair that fell across Saint’s forehead. Otherwise, he didn’t move.

      “There’s a net you’re caught in,” Noah said aloud, even though he knew Saint couldn’t hear him. He gestured at the space surrounding the fallen man. There were glimmering strands of blueish light there, for those who could see them, which wasn’t many. “That ponaturi tohunga that you killed, the one that numbed your arm. He must’ve been stronger than we thought. Wove a trap around the area, so it’d ensnare you when you tried to leave. Clever.”

      Saint did nothing.

      “Wake up?” Noah said, but without much hope this time.

      Saint did nothing.

      “Fuck,” Noah said tonelessly, and then he frowned down at his hands, shimmering and indistinct. A thought, and they firmed again. “I really shouldn’t panic,” he said, to no one in particular, “that won’t help,” but it was so hard not to. So hard to do anything, nowadays, with his thoughts cast free to the wind, his spirit torn a thousand ways every second.

      It was harder to keep himself together now, keep himself himself, but it helped when he had something to focus on, and Saint, maddening and inexplicable and alive, was certainly that. But not right now. Right now it was all Noah could do not to fall apart.

      Time passed.

      “I hope you don’t die from this,” Noah said. “You could, couldn’t you? If you sleep long enough without waking up, you die. Humans die so easily. Most spells are weakened by sunrise, so I suppose we’ll see then.”

      He reached out a hand, carefully, and touched his palm very lightly to Saint’s face. A sliver of a frown curled the sleeping man’s forehead, and he shifted away just a little. That was something.

      “You were right, you know,” Noah said. Had to keep talking. Had to keep himself here somehow. Couldn’t just leave the human alone, either. “Even when I was alive I wasn’t exactly a normal human. Not at all. I was very nearly a god.” He grinned at the memory. “I used to play the most amazing tricks! Wonders and marvels such as you could hardly believe. They told legends of me. I was he who was drowned and breathed in the smoke of fire and lived again! I was he who aided from the shadows! I was – I was the trickster, the shapeshifter. I knew my way around the rules backwards and forwards and so I could bend them ever-so-gentle until they broke and every time but one it worked. And always it was for you! Always! You humans, you people, he tangata he tangata he tangata. I stole fire for you …But it wasn’t me, was it? I’m an echo, a footprint. I’m nothing.”

      He hunched back.

      “I just want to help people,” he said, after a while. “You. Everyone. Humans. God knows you need helping,” he added sourly.

      A car turned nearby, headlights sweeping gold over the scene, then passing. It seemed darker afterwards. Not that far away came the sounds of people laughing, shouting, the clink of bottles: a party. No one came down this street.

      “I’ll stop complaining about how you do things. Stop, uh, ‘riding on you’, ha.”

      The party-noises stopped, after a while. Everything turned quiet.

      “Please wake up,” he said, and then he said nothing more. There wasn’t much more to say.

      What was left of Māui knelt beside his fallen friend, and waited for the sun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tony went home and put on her oldest jacket, the shabby greenish duffel coat with missing buttons and cat hairs on it, and she cuddled it around her for a second; it was important for moral support. She was about to have a Confrontation, and she tried to avoid those, generally. She needed all the emotional support she could get.

      She steeled herself for a moment or two, then went into the hall and knocked firmly on Hinewai’s door.

      Hinewai opened it, all long flowing hair and huge dark eyes. “Tony,” she said, brightening. “My friend! What is it?”

      “Get out,” Tony said, “of my fucking head.”

      The faint smile on Hinewai’s face vanished. She was stern and silent and maybe just a little hurt, and really, what was Tony doing? Hinewai was marvellous Hinewai was so so beautiful she could never hurt – no. “I’m not in your head,” Hinewai said slowly, like Tony was being stupid.

      “Stop it,” Tony said, flat. “Stop it now. I’ve just been to the Hikurangi, okay? I talked to some people. I know what you’ve been doing. You are going to take this enchantment or whatever off me. Right. The hell. Now.”

      Hinewai took a step forward, and one hand was reaching up to the flute around her neck. “It does you no harm,” she said. “What are you complaining of?”

      Tony resisted the urge to roll over and show her throat, to agree, to do everything she asked for – “Here’s a little lesson,” she said, stepping forward, and Hinewai actually flinched back, just a little but enough. “You can’t fuck around with people’s heads and then expect them to just do whatever you want them to.”

      Hinewai frowned. “How else was I supposed to do it?” she said, almost whining it, petulant. “I needed your help!”

      Tony wondered what Hinewai needed her help for, what could possibly be important enough to justify this – but nothing was, nothing was. “That’s not how friendships work,” Tony said firmly. “That’s not how people work. I won’t let you do that, not to me, not to anyone.”

      “Oh yes?” said Hinewai, and sung. Sung soft and steady, high words and rolling syllables, and Tony was terrified, suddenly, the most terrified she had ever been. Irrational, and she was gasping, gasping for breath because her lungs felt like they were seizing and her heart was pounding so hard it felt like her rib cage would splinter and she could’ve sworn there were things, crawling, crawling all over her skin, and she fought back a whimper because she was held helpless and there was nothing she could do and things were crawling on her skin crawling crawling and her skin was shuddering beneath it and she had to fight so damn hard to not just let her skin burst and the scaly hide to come out from beneath it and still there were the terrible hungry little mouths biting at her biting deep itching clawing scarring so she clawed at them clawed at them first with stubby stupid fingers and then with her real claws and she dug deep into her skin and it still wasn’t enough it was never enough and her rib cage was crumpling now, her heart was bursting, she could feel the tear of the muscles and her blood was thick and black and there was nothing she could do nothing she could do nothing she could do –

      Hinewai stopped singing, and Tony gasped and shuddered and wiped chilled sweat from her face. She patted herself down frantically, compulsively; she was fine, unhurt, there was nothing on her, she was perfectly human-shaped at the moment. The terror was still hanging about her head, making it hard to think, making it hard even to breathe.

      “And what exactly will you do to stop me?” asked Hinewai curiously. “You have power, but you do not have the knowing of how to use it. I am far stronger than you.”

      Tony wanted to run, run far far away, run somewhere where the ocean met the shore and life was simple.

      She didn’t.

      She met Hinewai’s eyes, and didn’t flinch, and didn’t let herself be enchanted. “Just because you have a power doesn’t mean you should use it. I’m not gonna say this again: Stop.”

      “And if I don’t?” Hinewai said. “What then, kindly coward child? You’ll turn taniwha and tear me to shreds?”

      “I could,” Tony said, still holding her eyes. Then she shrugged, careless. Grinned, hard and fierce, because when she’d first met Hinewai the other girl had thought smiles were a form of challenge. “But I don’t think I need to. Am I wrong?” Such a gamble, this, and her heart was pounding for entirely natural reasons now, because oh was this a risk. If she’d read this wrong…

      Hinewai looked at her, then hissed in irritation, and grasped the kōauau. Tony forced herself to stay still, even as Hinewai closed her eyes and blew into the flute, even as her fingers danced and the music swelled soft and breathy like wind. That music could mean anything, could do anything; Tony believed that, finally, firmly. Atua had powers people didn’t, and they were terrifying. Hinewai could get inside her head and turn her inside out, if she wanted to, twist everything that was Tony away and change it. That could be what she was doing right now.

      Smiles were a form of challenge. Fear would help not at all. And she’d always been good at laughing the worst of life away, so she smiled, smiled and stood her ground as the fae girl weaved her magic.

      Hinewai stopped playing. The music had been beautiful, some of the most amazing Tony had ever heard, but later when she tried to remember it she could only remember one line at a time; the rest faded away, like clutching at mist. “There,” Hinewai said, looking away all disdainful. “It’s off. Most of it, anyway.”

      Tony raised her eyebrows. “Most?” she said, trying to sound unimpressed when really she was just incredibly pleased, because Hinewai was being pouty and annoying and Tony? Tony didn’t feel particularly in love with her, or any more terrified than was reasonable.

      “Some strands were too interwoven,” Hinewai said, and then looked nervous. “I did the best I could! It was a strong singing, difficult to remove entirely. But you are free from the full grip of it now; it should be simple enough for you to untangle the last threads of it eventually. You are of strong will.”

      Tony nodded. “Right, good,” she said. “Thank you,” she added, because there was probably a certain way to do things, tradition or something like that. “I think that’s us done.” She turned, left.

      “Wait,” Hinewai called after her, and Tony turned. Hinewai looked confused. “‘Done’?”

      “Uh. Yeah?”

      Hinewai tilted her head. “Do you mean we are no longer friends?” she said, and Tony couldn’t speak for a second, because that was – wow that was – what?

      “Wow, because I’m totally gonna be your friend after you fuck around with my head,” Tony said. “No. No, we are really definitely not friends!”

      “But,” Hinewai said, looking lost. “I need you. I need your help. This is not my world! How am I supposed to understand it without you?”

      Tony gritted her teeth. “You knew what I was and you never even told me,” she said, calmly. “You never told me anything. You played my brain like it was a turntable, and you don’t even see why that’s wrong. Hinewai, I’m not going to fight you, because I think everyone has good in them and deserves to be treated fairly, even you, but we are not friends,” and then she left before Hinewai could protest any further, because the last thing she wanted was to feel sorry for this girl; Hinewai would probably take advantage of that to mess with her head again. She wouldn’t learn.

      When Tony got back into her own apartment she collapsed against the wall and shivered there for a while.

      She held up her fist, examined it, remembered how Whai had flown through the air at just a tap. She hit the wall, experimentally, and punched clean through it.

      Then she started giggling, shaking plaster off her fingers. Because. This new world was really scary, but it was also really neat. And that confrontation had been horrible, but –

      She’d won, was the thing.

      This new world was scary and dangerous and she could handle it, even without turning into a terrifying sea monster she could handle it! Just by being herself!

      Tony gave herself a congratulatory pat on the back, and then felt rather silly.

      It was dark now, but night was no obstacle to atua. She went to the ocean. Guardian, Ariki had said, and Whai too, and Hinewai; that meant there had to be truth in it. And. Well. She had to figure out what exactly she was before she could guard anything! Whai had had a point there, saying she should practice going taniwha. Though she didn’t know whether she wanted to do anything about Māui; didn’t even know what the threat was, yet. She’d figure it out.

      There were bars nearish the waterfront, bright lights shining, and then when you got to the actual ocean there were lights on the docks, too, casting ripples of gold onto the water. Tony shrugged off her duffel coat, and breathed in deep.

      Nothing happened.

      “Uh,” she ventured, feeling foolish. “Magical change go!”

      Nothing happened. Which. Well. Yeah, fair enough, she would’ve been vaguely appalled if it had. Okay. The first time this had happened had been when Whai got her all panicked and angry, so maybe that was the only way to turn into… wait. No. She was thinking about this wrong.

      Nothing was one thing only, Whai had said.

      Tony focused on herself, and looked past. She was herself, a youngish overly cheerful woman who’d struggled with her small business, who wore pink gumboots. She was herself, a little girl growing up on an inland orchard, painting waves onto her nails and dreaming of the sea. She was herself, of the ocean and of the land, a guardian and a terror; she was herself, glimmering eyes and sinew and muscle and tail and scale and tooth –

      And just like that she was, she was something bulky and ancient and huge, and for a second her small human mind was astonished at this, and then ancient instinct took over.

      She was a child of Tangaroa, and here was the sea.

      The taniwha slipped in smoothly, and then with a beat of its tail it was away and free. The ocean felt greasy against its skin, tainted, but achingly familiar all the same. The taniwha curled up to the surface, arched its back like a dolphin, flippered downward again to explore. Salt-sea-city home, and it nuzzled against the sea bed inquiringly, snapped up a fish and swallowed it down. It wanted company, a little; sometimes humans would call to it, and sometimes, if they were kind and good and clever, the taniwha would let them ride it, hollow its back for them to grip onto and show them the sea. Swimming fast and clever, nosing deep down and riding the currents; propelling itself rapidly up and out and then into the open air with the humans screeching their shock to the spray and the breeze and the sky.

      There was no company to be had, right now, no humans calling. Sometimes it would just watch them, skin-slip into a dolphin or a whale and swim beside with the silly humans still all-unknowing, but right now there was no one even to watch. The taniwha went to play with boats in the marina, instead, snapped its jaws on lines and nudged the freed hulks out into open harbour all untethered.

      It did this with one boat and approached the next, and noticed something drifting in the water, person-shaped; it went up to it, nuzzled it inquisitively, and the poor burned thing blinked open eyes as green as glass and swatted at it weakly. The taniwha took no notice of this, still examining the thing, jagged teeth and skin burned beyond all recognition and –

      Bracelets still clinging to its charred wrist. Melted plastic twine fused with its skin.

      Whai, Tony thought, and she froze with aching pity for him, just for a second. She positioned herself beneath him and hollowed her back for him to grip onto, but he didn’t seem to have strength enough to grip, so she flipped around and, holding him in her jaw as gently as she could, swam slow and careful to the shore. He stirred vaguely in her grip, but didn’t say anything, which was… bad. Because this had to be hurting him, surely, and it was Whai, he’d never give up an opportunity to gripe.

      He was hurt. He was hurt very badly.

      She hauled them up on land – her feet were clawed, not flippered, good for being on land but too sharp, too clumsy; she cut into him as she tried to lay him out on the ground. He tried to sit up, and fell back, too weak.

      He croaked something, then coughed, coughed up something slimy and charred and red. “Sea-sister,” he said, hoarse, and managed a mocking little grin. Half of a grin. A lot of his face was burned, raw and red, inflamed, distorted. His hair was all burned away.

      She curled around him protectively. “Whai,” she said, and then was startled at the sound of it, her normal voice coming out of this draconic body – and oh, what was she thinking, being humanshaped would be much more helpful here. She changed back.

      “I think I’m dying,” Whai said thoughtfully, and she winced and cradled his head in her hands, because she couldn’t actually argue. He smelled like burnt meat, and looked it, as well.

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Tony whispered.

      Whai laughed, a chuckle that turned into a cough that turned into a hacking groan, and he spat up more charred bits of his own flesh and said, “It was him.”

      “What? Who?”

      “Māui,” Whai said, and Tony bit her lip and stared. Whai’s eyes slipped off her face, vague. He said again, insistently: “Māui. All ragey-burning and trickster, you could feel it. He was Māui sure enough, whether or not his fleshly self.” He spoke harsh and slow, every word an effort, every breath. “He’s hooked himself up to some tangata moron or he’s slaving ’im but he’s… it was, Māui, it, I just wanted to stop him,” almost a whine then, “he killed folk, I just, I wanted. Couldja kill him for me? Couldja do that for me, sea-sister?”

      “Okay,” Tony said, and she patted at his shoulder. He winced, and she winced as well, because there was nowhere to touch that wouldn’t hurt. “He… hurt you very badly.”

      Whai’s fingers plucked at the air, vague panicked twitches, weaving what wasn’t there. “Shoulda drowned him,” he said, regretful, “there was a second when I could’ve, I surprised him, I could’ve.” His voice turned dreamy. “There’s nothing like it, there truly ain’t, holding them under and then… ”

      “Hey. Hey.” Tony glared at him. Thinking hard, too, because he hadn’t died yet so maybe he wouldn’t. Probably he wouldn’t. She was worrying over nothing – he was atua, he was way hardier than normal folk. Still, she tried to rearrange him so that he was facing the sea. “None of that talk. You’re gonna be fine.” She paused, then added, “Sea-brother.”

      Whai grinned all dazed and bloodied. “So soft-hearted, so strong,” he said, his head falling back, limply, to rest on the ground. “Kill him for me, you gotta, you… ” And then his voice slipped away to nothing.

      “Whai?” Tony said.

      Whai said nothing, because he was dead.
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      Cuba Street, clashing and colourful and loud, half a dozen different strains of busker music drifting through the air, coffee-smell joining it. Full of interesting little boutiques at the bottom, bars and cafés further up, then music shops and groceries and more cafés. The further up the gentle slope you go the older it gets, buildings with cramped external ladders leading to boarded-up windows. A lot of important things that happened in Wellington happened there; it’s where everyone is told to go, anyway, wander down beautiful Cuba Mall, the best place for pedestrians for shoppers for everyone, historic Cuba Street, absolutely positively Cuba.

      Steffan figured it was a good place to start. He paused to recover and to buy some basic supplies, and once he had, Cuba Street was where he went.

      Most of his research had turned up one thing: that the various spirits and mythical creatures of Māori foklore (‘atua’, collectively) were natural products of the land. The pale musical patupaiarehe (or tūrehu, or pakepakehā. Karitehe, korakorako, Tahurangi, heketoro. There was a wealth of names surrounding most everything, and he’d noted down each one.) inhabited the North Island and the maero (mohoao, maero, maeroero, or Te-aitanga-a-Hine-mate-ro) the harsher terrain of the South. There were spirits of places, or sometimes of important people or of no discernible origin at all, but – places, mainly, guardian taniwha of specific areas, multitudes of little fairy things that inhabited the woodland, so on so forth. They also often tended to be invisible (aringaro) and – he needed to stop thinking in so many layers. His mind was full enough of thoughts as it was.

      They often tended to be only visible to humans when they wanted to be, whether through excellent camouflage or use of magic he didn’t know. A combination of the two, perhaps. They were unlike some mythological beings in other cultures in that they didn’t seem to have any antipathy to civilisation; certainly the patupaiarehe liked skulking in their mountains and mists, but there were plenty of beings that took human husbands or wives or sought humans out – primarily to eat them, admittedly, but still. It was a little ridiculous expecting to find them in the city, but he figured it could actually be the best place to look. The theme was very much one of atua being of the land, belonging to it. The city, Steff thought, would’ve made its own spirits by now, surely, or older ones would’ve adapted to it, much as Māori culture had been knocked back by the harmful effects of colonisation but was now vibrant and growing, adapting with the times and to an extent shaping them. Atua would probably be like that.

      Also if he wanted to seek out forest, real forest thick with birds and such, he’d need to go to either Zealandia or the town belt, and he didn’t want to be that far from reliable wi-fi. Ridiculous, but there it was. He wondered if there were any internet spirits, and made a note to look into it.

      The almost everyday nature of the accounts of atua implied that they’d still be around in the modern day. But the man drained of blood indicated patupaiarehe – they did drink blood, in some of the stories, almost more vampiric than fae in that respect – and that didn’t quite make sense. He wondered what would drive such solitary creatures to instead stalk the city streets, how they would adapt, how city atua would handle things like sunlight and crowds.

      He wanted to know the answers to these questions, and he was confident that the atua would have them. He was just at a loss as to how to find them; what could he do? Wander up and down Cuba Street and other places, squinting at every stranger like they might be a creature in disguise? That was stupid, and stupid he wasn’t.

      In the end he shouldn’t have worried. It’d be harder not to see them, now.

      Atua were everywhere. Well, not everywhere, but maybe one in a hundred of the people he passed seemed to be. ‘Seemed to be’ because it was hard to distinguish them from humans, but even at a rough estimate… They were shadowy things lurking in the shade, mainly, not many seemed to like sunlight – but some did, and there were, things, walking the streets. It was disorienting and where could he even start? It should’ve been more disorienting than it was, though, which was the confusing part – how he’d never seen them before but at the same time felt instinctively like they belonged there. It was like something in the world or in his mind had shifted, like things had been turned on their head: yesterday there had only been humans here, and now there were atua as well. But at the same time it felt like they had always been there. It hurt his head.

      Steffan jingled the spare change in his pocket. He had a place to start, at least.

      He found the busker in the same place he’d been last time, but he had an elegant teapot for a head now, and was playing the guitar. Steffan stopped awkwardly in front of him, and as an afterthought tossed a couple more coins into the hat.

      “There’s nothing surer, the rich get rich and the poor get poorer – cheers, mate – in the meantime, in between time, ain’t we got fun?” The creature stopped singing for the moment and deftly strummed chords, looking up at Steffan cheerfully. “Anything I can do for you? You got a request?”

      “Not the kind you’re meaning,” Steffan said. He cleared his throat self-consciously. Nearby, a woman tugged a schoolchild along; a frail goth girl and brawny man sat talking, both in full-length skirts. There were shoppers and stoners and everything was so normal and human, and here he was talking to a man with a teapot for a head, and no one even noticed. “Ah. I. This is going to sound ridiculous, but. Might you perhaps be an… atua?”

      The busker’s fingers paused on the strings. “Ahh,” he said knowingly, nodding. His head was really quite fascinating, Steff noted; it ought to have looked absurd, but it didn’t, somehow. “Yep.” He tilted his head – spout? – head quizzically. “Are you?”

      “Oh – me? No. No? I – no, I’m not. Thoroughly human.”

      “Thought so.” The busker played a major chord, pleasant and warm. “Not from New Zealand, though?”

      Steffan blinked. “Ah… ”

      “That might have something to do with you seeing me,” the busker mused to himself, “or, it might not.”

      “So you are in disguise? I mean, I wasn’t sure, because, I did see you earlier, but I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. Even though I… did? But only realised it when another thing happened? Does that make sense?”

      “I weave a little spell of not-noticingness into my songs most of the time, that’s all. I… don’t usually hide, exactly – people just gloss over me in their minds. I don’t mind that you saw me, honest. I’m not in the least annoyed or offended. Especially,” he added, nudging his shoe against his hat, “as you’ve been so generous.”

      Steffan scratched the back of his neck. “I was just… There’s. Um.” He fumbled in his wallet for more change, but he was all out.

      The busker chuckled. “Nah, jokes. So what do you want?” He tilted his spout hopefully. “Beatles song? I know a lot of Beatles songs.”

      “No, I… I want to ask you some things.”

      The busker sighed, a whistling exhalation of breath. “All right then,” he said, and carefully placed his guitar in its case. He pulled on a tweed jacket that Steffan wouldn’t mind having in his own wardrobe, swept his hat onto his head somehow and stood. Steff had always rather liked that about the Cuba Mall buskers, how sometimes they’d just find a patch and play for a while and leave; there was a sort of casualness to it. As someone who had (much to his parents’ disappointment) never been able to master any musical instrument, he admired that, whatever it was in the human – or, uh, inhuman – soul that drove people to make music for strangers in exchange for just a few coins and the sheer joy of it, making strangers smile or pause or dance.

      “I’m Steffan,” he said stiffly. “Or Steff, if you like.” The busker had more or less welcoming body language, standing with one hand in his jeans pocket and the other steadying his guitar. That helped a little.

      “You can call me Cuba,” the busker said.

      That sounded awfully evasive, the phrasing of it. “Is that your name?”

      The busker looked blank. “I don’t really have one. I’m still young.”

      “All… right then. Cuba. I want to ask you a question.”

      Cuba looked at him almost indulgently. “What is it, then?” he said.

      Steffan pulled out his notes. “What do you eat?” he said, picking one at random. “Or, if you don’t eat, from where do you derive your energy? You seem comfortable in sunlight; is that something all atua have adapted to gradually, or were you – born/made that way; also, how are atua made? I understand if you don’t want to answer that one. Might there be any atua living in New Zealand that aren’t from New Zealand stories – werewolves or demons or something ridiculous like that – or, actually, would there be those at all, because if this is a worldwide phenomenon then studying the wider ramifications could be fascinating. Exactly how many –”

      “Wait, wait,” the busker said, holding up a hand. “Is that all you want?”

      Steffan looked down at his list. “It’s quite a lot of information, to be fair,” he said.

      Cuba rubbed at the bowl of the teapot, where a chin would be on a human face. “You don’t want to know about… magic charms to make people love you, or how to live forever, or ways to be wealthy? Or like… revenge?” The busker looked dumbfounded. “Or anything?”

      Steffan was hugging his list close to himself almost protectively. He made himself relax and shrugged. “I just want to know things,” he said, which was all he could think of to say, because it was all there was to it.

      “You what?” said Cuba, and he shook his head. He bent over a little with his hands on his waist and let out a long whistle of bewilderment. “Steffan, kid. You’re something new.”

      “Saint always said that I dressed like an English professor from the forties,” Steff said, rather at a loss.

      Cuba laughed, a big hearty laugh. Then he straightened and looked at Steffan for a while, all appraising. He said, “I’ve made enough for today, I guess – why don’t I introduce you to the gang? I know someone who will just eat you up!”

      Steffan flinched. “I, I don’t… ” he said, because he was standing in the sunlight on a busy street and it had only just occurred to him that this shabby friendly man might also be something to be afraid of.

      “Oh,” Cuba said, and patted hesitantly at Steff’s shoulder. “Bad choice of words? I’m sorry.”

      He sounded honestly compassionate. Steffan knew from long experience that his first impressions of people could be a little naïve, but perhaps he could trust his instincts this time? It wasn’t every day an atua offered to introduce you to his friends; he’d hate to lose the opportunity.

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” Cuba continued, and Steff shook his head.

      “No, I’d love to meet them, whoever you want. That, no, yes, that would be more or less ideal, thank you.”

      Cuba tipped his hat at a jaunty angle, seeming relieved. “No problem,” he said, and walked a few metres then came to a stop near the Bucket Fountain, where he whistled again.

      There was a nymph in the Bucket Fountain.

      That, Steffan hadn’t been expecting. He… supposed it made sense, though. The colourful tipping splashing tower did end up on a lot of postcards and brochures, and everyone seemed to agree that the eyesore was pretty iconic; if it was the amount of energy that was focused on a place that gave a location resident spirits, then it was natural that the Bucket Fountain would have one.

      The nymph stepped out of the pool – there really should not have been space for her in there, as the water was all of twenty centimetres deep – and threaded her arm through Cuba’s and laughed. She was colourful and clashy and loud, like you’d expect, with rainbow-painted nails and hair in bright streaks of red and blue and yellow. She looked almost human otherwise, like a number of girls Steff had seen, though her clothes – denim cutoff shorts and a halter top – were drenched. Already a damp patch was forming on Cuba’s jacket, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      “Cuuuba,” she said, hanging off his elbow. “Who’s this douchebag?” She wrinkled her nose, smiling so Steffan knew it wasn’t an insult.

      “Foreign magistrate,” Cuba said seriously. “Agent for the FBI. Wandering paint salesman.” The girl elbowed him, laughing.

      “I’m a student,” Steffan said, holding out his hand.

      She took it and shook it with too much enthusiasm. “Nice to meetcha!” she chirped, and went back to hanging on Cuba’s arm.

      Steffan asked, “Are you something akin to a ponaturi, more like a taniwha, or closer to the Greek concept of nymphs and naiads?”

      The girl laughed. “He’s weird,” she said.

      “I know, right?” Cuba said.

      Steffan shifted from foot to foot and frowned a bit.

      She took pity on him. “Aw, honey,” she said. “That’s good – it’s so dull being stuck in a pool all day.”

      “You’re hardly stuck,” Cuba said, but fondly. He looked towards Steffan. “I’ll tell you what I can, kid, and I can take you to the Hikurangi, if you want to see some of the more traditional of our folk, which I guess you probably do. Apparently there’s a taniwha hanging about! Hasn’t been a taniwha of Wellington since old Whātaitai. That’ll be good for the Hikurangi crowd.” Cuba puffed up a bit. “Us newer ones tend to fend for ourselves.”

      “It helps that we can actually go out in sunlight,” the girl said. They both sniggered.

      “See, the older ones will be good for you to talk to. I can’t give you a, whatchamacallit, unbiased subject sample,” Cuba said, adding, “I took a few courses at Vic. Good place. Good people.”

      That mental image was enough to leave Steffan completely speechless for most of their trip down the street. He settled for just tagging along behind the two of them, as the Bucket Fountain girl tugged at Cuba’s arm and talked. And talked. And talked.

      “Why are you a teapot today?” she was saying, when he’d regained the ability to pay attention. “That’s booooring, and what does it even have to do with anything? You were so much prettier when you were a flowerpot, you should do that.”

      “All right,” Cuba said, ambling.

      The girl grinned at Steff. “Come see us tomorrow if you like,” she told him. “Once you’re done talking to the stuffy old boooring forest people. Cuba can show you. Ooh, Cuba, could you have a laptop head?”

      “Sure,” Cuba said, and paused. “That’d be… Dell-ightful!”

      They high-fived.

      “Come and see us tomorrow, and Cuba can have a laptop head,” she continued, “so that’ll be good for you, Mister Weird Student Guy.” She waved her fingers and laughed, then staggered a little. Her grip on Cuba’s arm helped her regain her footing and she went on like nothing was wrong, but she was looking paler as well, Steff noticed. Of course. They were getting further and further away from her fountain.

      “That’d be nice,” Cuba said amicably.

      She leaned her head against Cuba’s arm. “Or you could be a coffee pot instead! But no being a girl, okay. Girl Cuba’s fine and all,” she added for Steff’s benefit, “but sometimes she’s prettier than me. Not allowed!”

      Cuba patted her hand. “No one’s prettier than you,” he said. Evidently he took fluidity of sex – or maybe just gender; did spirits like this even have a biological sex? Maybe not, or maybe it varied. Perhaps their concepts of gender were imported from observing humans, and wouldn’t that be a fascinating thing to study. Anyway, Cuba took that as much in his stride as he did everything else. Steffan envied that a little.

      Not that his calm was impossible to disrupt; when the girl stopped talking altogether Cuba looked at her in concern, and he himself seemed to get shakier as they stepped past the end of Cuba Street. Steff half thought that they’d stop there, but the two of them took him right to where they said the entrance to the Hikurangi was, between two pillars by the side of the library.

      Steffan just lingered there for a while, staring at the space between pillars. He couldn’t see anything. Well, of course you can’t, he chided himself, but still. He hadn’t been expecting that. He wasn’t sure what he had been expecting.

      Eventually Cuba made a sympathetic noise in the back of his throat – well, he made a sympathetic noise, anyway, and said, “All a bit much, huh?”

      Steffan flushed in embarrassment. “I just… I feel I should be more prepared,” he said, lamely, and the Bucket Fountain girl managed a laugh.

      “They’re not gonna quiz you,” she said, and she tugged on Cuba’s arm. “Hey, hey, let’s get back, you were gonna sing more stuff.”

      “Yeah, all right,” Cuba said, a smile in his voice, and they turned away. Steffan just stood there awkwardly, watching them go. They were friendly, what if the other atua weren’t friendly, it – it had been awfully pleasant, spending time with them; he was cordial but distant with most people he knew except Saint, and Saint was… well. Saint.

      The Bucket Fountain girl glanced back at him. “You can come, dummy,” she said, so he flushed deeper but followed them, leaving the Hikurangi alone for now.
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      Tony’s mother had nearly died once, when Tony was very young. She remembered the ache and the worry and the sheer cringing terror of it, hovering awkwardly by her mother’s bedside, watching her get sicker and sicker every day, powerless to help –

      Her mother had gotten better, but. But. Tony learned what death was, that day: realised that people could leave, go, simply no longer exist. It was a little like the first time she’d lost a tooth. She’d held it in her hands and blinked at it, at the concept that something that had been so very much a part of you could just leave. Death had seemed such a strange thing.

      It hadn’t gotten any easier.

      She walked by the ocean, breathing in the chilly morning air, but that didn’t help this time; it just made her think of losing her boat, the livelihood she didn’t have any longer. Made her think of Whai grinning at her sharp-toothed that first time they’d met, and that, of course, brought unbidden the image of Whai the last time she’d seen him, as she lowered his sagging corpse into the sea. He had sunk far too slowly.

      So the ocean couldn’t help. She wasn’t sure that anything would, really – that had always been her problem, she had always cared far too much. Poor Whai, snarky and slouchy and … lonely. He’d been lonely. Had to be – that’d explain why he’d clung to her so much, her and the rest of the atua, oh and hey, that’d be why he’d been so worried about Māui killing –

      …Hm. Māui.

      Māui who’d killed him, if Whai was to be believed, and as those had been his last words Tony wasn’t much inclined to disbelieve them. Māui who could kill someone under her protection and think to get away with it.

      Tony found that her teeth were set into a snarl without her quite intending them to be. Well, then. Maybe there was one thing that’d help.

      She turned on her heel and started striding toward the library, not terribly far from here. It started to rain, light and inconsequential, the sort of rain that slicked the pavements so the streetlights shone back from them. Tony wiped damp curls out of her face and walked faster, quick and sure. She knew the way.

      The people at the Hikurangi would know more about Māui, they might even help her stop him. They were all lonely, really, sad lost creatures stranded in a city full of people not their own. They would help. Atua whānau.

      Look past, she told herself, and then she imagined it in Whai’s jagged drawl and had to squint her eyes against the rain until she was composed again.

      Look past. Right. She practised on the city, on the few people out at this time of day; she could almost see… something, something wispy and nebulous and vague, like city spirits, but it was probably her imagination. It was good that she was practising, though, because it meant she saw Hinewai.

      Tony stopped when she saw her, the silent figure standing there. Looked through all the different things Hinewai was, looked past then past again – a seeming of her as a human girl, not very convincing, and then beyond that Hinewai, plain black clothes and a flute at her neck and white hair plastered to her face so her eyes seemed huge, and then beyond that something else again, something sharper and even less human; it reminded her of a moray eel, a little, all smooth skin and gaping teeth bared in something that was nothing like a smile.

      Tony blinked and Hinewai was just herself again, thank goodness. It was impossible to hold the different levels together at once, so things got pretty confusing. Hinewai was Hinewai, standing there, and Tony tensed, thought of scales and ancientness and strength in preparation. She’d be ready for whatever attack Hinewai threw at her.

      “I’m sorry,” Hinewai said.

      Okay, maybe not ready for that.

      “What?”

      “As I say.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry. I meant you no harm, but I can see I harmed you all the same, so – I thought I should apologise before I go. There is a way to these things.”

      Tony frowned. “Before you go?”

      Hinewai tilted her head. There was no one else in the square, right now; just them, just the taniwha and the mistgirl standing in the rain. “If you will not lend me aid I have little left to do here. The reasons I came were… foolish.” Her lip curled. “And I thought I was being clever, moving from the mountains to this filthy frantic place, I thought I could carve of this place a home, for my own home will surely not last long, not in this new world. I thought wrongly and foolishly. This is… this is not a place I belong, not in the least.” Again, in a voice so small Tony had to step forward to hear it: “This isn’t my place…”

      Sad lost creatures in a city not their own. And Tony was their guardian, because they had no one else.

      No. No! Bad Tony! Yeah okay she’d always cared too much, it was a thing she did, but this, no, no no no she refused to feel compassionate about someone who was such an utter jerk and also terrifying. She flat-out refused. Not gonna happen.

      “I miss my mountains,” Hinewai said.

      …God fucking dammit.

      Tony gritted her teeth and forced herself to not be compassionate. “Yeah okay, blah blah blah all very tragic. You’re sorry, I get it, now get the hell out of my sight before I punch you right in the face! Okay?”

      Hinewai gave her a look that Tony would’ve described as fond, if it had been anyone else doing the looking. “You are so kind,” she said. “And so strong, and so hard to anger. I should take it as flattery perhaps, that I managed it.”

      “You should take it as get the fuck out.”

      “I do not understand… ” Hinewai said, and then stopped. She frowned. “I,” she said, carefully, like it was something rehearsed, “do not understand, but I shall nonetheless respect your decisions and act accordingly.” And then she ruined it by looking up at Tony all wide imploring eyes. “Is that right? That’s right, isn’t it?”

      Tony sighed. She was bad at being annoyed at people. Which was good! Which was good, because hate curled up in you like cancer and ate you from the inside out if you let it. Hating one person at a time was more than bad enough. Particularly when that person was a legendary trickster demigod, which was bound to make stuff a teensy bit more complicated.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” she said, kindly. “You’re learning. Well done.” She walked forward, held out her hand formally. There was a way to do these things. “Bye! Let’s part – well, not friends, but… not enemies at least.”

      Hinewai’s face was a study in perfect astonishment. Then she nodded, rapid and quick like the movement of a bird, and closed the distance between them, ignoring Tony’s hands completely. For an odd second Tony thought she was going to kiss her, but she just pressed their noses together, closed her eyes, breathed out her own air and breathed Tony’s in. Smiled, shy.

      It was… far too intimate. Tony cleared her throat and took a step backward. The proper way of doing things was done, so she could beat a hasty retreat now.

      But for some reason she instead said, “Whai did that, first time we met –” and just like that his death was a weight on her shoulders again, a lump in her throat. She couldn’t finish.

      Which was fortunate, because Hinewai stepped up to fill the silence. She really was learning how to be considerate, maybe. A bit. “Whai?” she said, examining Tony closely. “That’s a ponaturi name, from the sound of it. And he is dead? I’m sorry for the loss of him.” She rested one hand on her breastbone. “My pain that you are pained.”

      Tony swallowed, tears prickling at her eyes. Sea-sister, he’d called her, and she remembered exactly the sight of his ruined face disappearing beneath the water. “You can… you could tell what he was from his name? Was it a traditional ponaturi name or something?”

      “No. Just pretentious.” Hinewai snorted. “They like to pretend they were the ones who invented weaving, rather than us.”

      That was heartbreaking in its ridiculousness. “He would,” Tony said, achingly fond. “That’s exactly the kind of name he’d take. He – gah… ” She buried her face in her hands.

      Hinewai didn’t move forward to comfort her or anything, and Tony was a little surprised – Hinewai had been trying too hard, the whole conversation, to seem like she cared – but when Tony finally emerged, sniffling, she saw that Hinewai was standing a cautious distance away, hands raised as though to show that she didn’t mean to impose, she wouldn’t approach in case she made Tony uncomfortable.

      Maybe she could learn.

      But Tony was sick and tired of loving cruel people who went and died on her. She didn’t have space enough left. “Right,” she said, and wiped her face, and nodded briskly. “I need to get going. I need to find Māui.”

      “Māui?” said Hinewai, sharp, all her comforting carefulness vanishing in an instant; “Māui?” And she hissed, snapped her teeth like a dog.

      Tony brightened. Hey, maybe…“You know him?”

      “Know of him, for a certainty,” Hinewai said, eyes narrowing. “Know a great plenty of him. More than I would like to. He –”

      “Okay, wait,” Tony said, holding up a hand, and Hinewai stopped abruptly. “Before you continue I just – I wanna make sure you actually do know stuff about the guy. That you’re not just spinning stories to make me like you again.”

      “Why would I need to spin stories?” Hinewai said blankly. “If I wanted to make you –” and then she paused and coughed and changed the subject, wisely. “My people have many names, still,” she said, and her voice had a rolling rhythm to it. “We are the patupaiarehe. We are the mistfolk, the twilight singers, the friends of mountains, the tūrehu. Māui too had many names: he was Māui-tikitiki-a-Taranga, Māui the last born, Māui of the steadfast jawbone. Māui the trickster. Māui the deceiver. Māui the thief of fire.” She hissed that last word like it was a profanity, a condemnation, a curse; met Tony’s eyes, her own eyes dark and cavernous-empty. “Māui was no friend to the patupaiarehe.”

      Tony nodded. Determination was building up inside her, slow but strong as a storm at sea – stronger, strong as tides. “Help me fight him,” she said, because she of all people knew how dangerous this creature was.

      Hinewai, though, hesitated. “He is the thief of fire,” she said again. “Fire. I – I do not wish to stay in this place, not for any longer than I have to. My purpose is proven a fool’s errand, so why would I linger here in this city of breath and, and bloodstains – Māui is no friend to the patupaiarehe but he is a mighty foe indeed.” She shook her head. “No. Even for you, no.”

      Tony paused. Considered. “Hey, wait,” she said, something occurring to her. “What is your goal exactly? It has to have been something big to bring you here, to make you stay all this time. Something important.”

      Hinewai looked awkward. “Important only to me, mainly,” she muttered, toeing at the ground.

      “Important all the same!” Tony bit her lip. Brightened. “Hey. How about you help me with Māui, and in return I help you with… your thing, whatever it is. I mean, you were only leaving in the first place because I wouldn’t help – that means I’m capable of helping with whatever it is, surely. And that way it’s not a favour; it’s a bargain.”

      Hinewai’s eyes lit up. “I do like a bargain,” she said. “You’d aid me, truly?”

      Tony knew that it could be anything, this thing Hinewai was looking for. Maybe she was seeking revenge – hell, maybe she wanted to kill every human in this town. That wouldn’t be all that out of character for one of the atua. They had a lot of grievances.

      But Hinewai…

      “Yup!” said Tony, hoping she wouldn’t regret it. “Starting today, if that’s possible.”

      Hinewai exhaled, looking eager and intense. “Finally I can find true love,” she said.

      “Yeah,” Tony said, and then she said, “Wait – what?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Saint woke with a groan. “Gods, I feel horrible. What… ” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, looked around groggily. Sat up straight. “Okay, that must’ve been quite the night! No vomit though. So, y’know, not my worst night ever.” He’d been sleeping right here on the road, apparently; it was now very early morning, and there were a few people on the streets, joggers mainly, busily avoiding him.

      He grinned at one of them. “Hey there,” he said brightly, with a little wave. She looked mildly terrified and jogged faster. He chuckled, dry, and rubbed at his head – wait. No headache. No nausea either, just tiredness and the sort of gritty, grimy feeling that came from sleeping out in the open, in clothes you’d worn for a few days. First stop home, then. But if he wasn’t hungover then –

      “Noah?” Saint said aloud as he stood up, and Noah was standing beside him, even vaguer and harder to see than usual. Right, sunrise was bad for magic. Or something.

      “Please don’t die,” Noah said.

      “Damn, there go my plans for the weekend,” Saint said. “Is extreme knife-dodging still allowed? I had that pencilled in for Monday, after my cyanide tasting class.”

      “I mean it. Don’t die. Please? Humans die so easily and… ” He looked away. “And that’s my fault.”

      Ahh. That’d explain why he got so twitchy about humans dying. Actually that explained a lot of things, if it was true. Even if Noah just thought it was true. “Is that why you’re doing this whole crusade?” Saint asked curiously. People were staring, of course they were, he was a handsome but crumpled man talking to the air, but right now he couldn’t be bothered worrying about that. This was important, and it had been a while since he’d last eaten, and gods did he want a shower. “To make it up to us somehow?”

      Noah nodded. “I have to protect you, all of you,” he said. “I have to.”

      “Swell.” Saint covered a yawn and started walking. “Tell me all about it when I get home, huh?”

      “You should… probably hear it sooner,” Noah said, keeping pace with him, “I should’ve told you sooner. Who I am – was. Who I was. You should know.”

      “Casper the Friendly Ghost?” Saint asked cheerfully, and waved down a bus before Noah could glare at him too much. Noah didn’t join him on the bus, which was – irritating, but then again talking to the air on a bus was even crazier than doing it on the street. Saint curled up near the back, feeling uncharacteristically self-conscious when the driver stared at him. He really needed to get cleaned up. Being unshaven was pretty dashing and roguish, it went okay with the lovably fearless image and whatnot, but being unwashed, ha nope not so much. He had an image to maintain.

      Then he thought of dark eyes and rain falling and buses, oh, fuck, this had been a terrible idea, how had he not thought of that? To be fair his thoughts were slow and clumsy since he’d woken up; he should’ve paid more attention to what Noah was saying, maybe, it was – interesting stuff – it was no good, he couldn’t focus on that, on anything, buses, dark eyes, it felt like there was a hole scooped out of his brain. He curled up in a ball, resting his head on his knees, eyes shut against hysteria and unwelcome stares and the world. His heart was beating far too fast, slamming painfully against his ribs, and his breath was coming in short little bursts. He focused on breathing, in, out, in, out, the slight ache in his legs from how tight he was holding them, the texture of the bus seat. It helped, a little. He thought of being home and safe and warm, and got through it.

      Of course, he’d forgotten that his flat would be stinking of old blood, the stuff he’d spilled on the carpet while he was waiting for the maero: it had sunk in, sticky and dark and unpleasant, and he stepped around it, wincing. Wind blew in through the smashed window. This was… horrible. His flat was really damn horrible. Full of the maero’s stuff and none of his, and everything was dingy, and it had smelled foul even before the blood.

      He put the kettle on for coffee, because caffeine would maybe help with how sluggish his mind was being.

      “Leftovers of the spell,” Noah said, and Saint jumped away from him and then tried to pretend he hadn’t. “Trying to keep you unconscious. It’ll wear off completely in a few hours.”

      “Lovely. Just great. No monster-slaying for now, I guess.” He yawned and tried to cover it. He didn’t want Noah to chew him out for being unprofessional again, though Noah did seem to be a lot less irritated with him than he had been. Saint glanced at him, standing there, eyes wide with concern. He could see him better now that they were inside. That proud hooked nose and the sheer intensity in his eyes. Saint couldn’t really focus on Noah very well because of how blurry he was, but his eyes were always piercing and bright.

      Saint yawned again. “Uhhh. Gods, I really am sorry, I mean, I love killing dangerous things but I’m not up to it at the moment. Stop being all… ” He waved irritably. “Expectant at me.”

      Noah shook his head. “The way we’re doing it right now is inefficient, anyway,” he said. “That’s one of the things I need to tell you. I had plenty of time to think while you were unconscious, and I think we need a plan. Something high-risk but that’ll pay off in the long term, something that’ll get rid of a lot of atua and demoralise the rest, all in one blow.” He looked anxious. “I just don’t know what. Some – some decisive blow. We could fight individual atua for weeks at this rate. We need to destroy them all at once. It’s still dangerous, but it’s better in the long term; they’ll figure out a way to gang together and fight you sooner or later, like those ponaturi did, and then you would be dead. We need to find out how best to hurt them.”

      “Sounds dandy,” Saint said, and he drank the coffee down, bitter and scalding.

      His clothes were damp and dirty, scorched in places, splattered with atua blood in others. He ducked into his room, and stopped.

      It was small, and bare, and dismal, it was a prison, it was a cage –

      He ducked out again. Clothes could wait. He covered a yawn with his hand and sank back against the wall.

      “You’re not well,” Noah said, concerned. “Are you well? You’re not well. You’re not dying, are you?”

      Saint crooked a smile at him. “Pretty sure I’m not dying. Just… I’ve been running on pure adrenaline, these last couple of days. I may’ve neglected to deal with a few unimportant matters, like… well. Eating. And sleeping.” He waved a hand. “Stuff like that.” In fairness, he’d been busy, and he couldn’t exactly take a break from being the only thing defending the city from terrifying supernatural monsters to grab a burger and nap a bit.

      “Get food, then,” Noah said, standing there frowning down at him.

      “I’d love to,” Saint said, leaning his head against the wall. He turned out his pockets. “But wow! Just look at all this money I haven’t got.”

      “You think outside,” Noah said. “You’re a rulebreaker. You’ll think of something.”

      “Mm,” Saint mumbled.

      “Saint?” Noah was saying. “Saint.” Saint blinked his eyes open.

      “Yeah?” he said.

      “There’s… some things I should tell you,” Noah said, flickering anxiously. “Should’ve told you long since.”

      “Knock yourself out.” He started rolling a cigarette, to have something to do with his hands; lit it with a flick of his fingers, grinning a bit at the trick. “This’ll help, pet,” he explained. “Caffeine and nicotine! Breakfast of champions. The… the hideously unhealthy sort of champion, but, you know, that just lends a sort of tragic air to their noble struggle… ” He trailed off, breathing in, breathing out.

      Noah settled down beside him. “You shouldn’t smoke those, really,” he said softly. “They poison you.”

      Saint groaned and knocked his head against the wall. “You know what I’m quite entirely tired of? People telling me that! Like, jeez, I know. I know what I’m doing. Leave me be!”

      He said that a little louder than he’d meant to, and Noah shiver-blinked a few metres away and appeared again by his side. It… hadn’t been directed at Noah, really.

      Saint was groggy and tired and sad, so, naturally, his thoughts went to high school, when being groggy and tired and sad had been his main occupation. It was like that for most folk. At least at that point he’d been better at hiding it.

      He remembered.

      He’d only started really smoking when he was fourteen – he’d indulged occasionally before that, and found it mainly unpleasant, but fourteen, yeah, the bug hit. Not just addiction, though; it helped his image, and image was everything. He was the weird kid who did whatever he wanted to, and it would’ve been entirely too easy for him to be a laughable outcast instead of sowing awe and intense confusion wherever he went. So, yes, he’d take what he could get. Smoking wasn’t good, of course, and for anyone else the image would’ve just been a bad one, but – “I can make anything cool,” Saint bragged, and Steff grinned at him. They were down by the flax bushes out the back of the rugby field, where they often went.

      “Anything at all?” he said.

      Saint flourished a bow and puffed smoke at him. “Anything up to one half of my kingdom, dear boy.”

      Steff nodded to himself. “How about letting me actually do my work?” he suggested.

      “Ahh,” Saint said, clutching his heart and collapsing to the ground, lying half on top of him so Steff couldn’t move. “Alas, my one weakness! The one foe I cannot conquer! Steff, there is no way to make your work cool. The sheer improbable force of its dullness has been known to rip wormholes to entirely new galaxies. Very boring ones.”

      Steff raised an eyebrow and tugged his workbook free, as Saint had pinioned it rather when he’d landed. Steff didn’t bother tugging himself free. He probably knew Saint would just seize the opportunity to start wrestling or something, gleefully get him covered in dirt and entirely incapable of being boring. At least Saint figured he knew that. He ought to, by now. “You do realise that makes no sense?” Steff said. “Maybe you’re the one that should be studying.”

      “Infect me not with this foul plague you call learning,” Saint said. He paused. Sat up straighter and said, with at least an attempt at seriousness, “Really, though. Why do you do this stuff? There’s no point to school, to any of this rubbish. The world just loves sticking people in boxes.” He gestured. “Squishing them up small so there’s no selfness left, because there’s just no space.”

      Steff gave him an odd look. “You really…? Oh, that’s beside the point. This is independent research, actually.” He smiled a little. “Quantum physics,” he said, lovingly.

      Saint laughed. “Yeah, because you can totally understand quantum physics.”

      Steff brightened. “That’s half the appeal, isn’t it?” he said eagerly. “That which we cannot understand, that which we could never hope to understand. The wonders of the universe reduced to theory, people just – using chalk and blackboards and, yes, fine, computers and whatever but the thing is it’s just humans, just stupid people using their limited minds to, to make these beautiful amazing theories that show this whole other depth, this complexity to the world. It’s like magic but a thousand times better because it’s real, and because all you need is to be clever, all you need is just to think, and it’s… amazing. I just. I like it, that’s all.” He looked away. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to – yeah.”

      He looked abashed, of all things, and it was only then that Saint realised he’d been staring and yeah, that could maybe be taken the wrong way. He snapped his mouth shut and held out his fist. “My friend,” he said casually. “I do believe you just made physics cool.”

      Steff’s whole face lit up. He bumped his fist.

      “… Ah,” he said, hesitantly. “Saint.”

      “Yeah, bud?” Saint said, lying back down. The grass was crispy-brown, sort of springy, and the sun shone down too brightly, and at this corner of the school grounds no one would bother them for a while.

      “Could you make something else part of your image, maybe?”

      “Hm?”

      “I mean, you’ve got the coat –” (Not the one he had now, of course. His current one was much better.) “– and a certain … reputation, or whatever, and I know you’re ‘sticking it to the man’, but could you maybe… not smoke?”

      Saint sat up straight. “What,” he said indignantly.

      “Just a suggestion,” Steff murmured.

      “It’s been months now and this is the first sign you’ve given that it bothers you! Sorry, but you’re a little too tardy to attend the Guilt Trip Party. The balloons have all deflated. There is not a shred of cake remaining. The train? It has departed the station. It departed the station early, in fact! Inconvenienced a lot of commuters. The schedules were –”

      “Oh my god, shut up,” Steff said. “I’m not objecting, exactly. It’s your life and your body and your choice to make.” He met Saint’s eyes squarely. “But there is an entire world of endless possibility, a whole constantly unfolding universe. So many wonders to see every day, and I’d like it if you were alive with me for every minute of it.”

      Saint stared at him for a minute.

      “… Hey, you know what’d be hilarious,” he said, looking away. “If I managed to start a fad of pretend-smoking those candy cigarettes, you know those? Now that would be some quality crowd manipulation. Get half the school chomping away at Space Man Candy Sticks like they’re ten-year-olds. Man, yeah. I am liking this plan.”

      “I like this plan too,” Steff said quietly, and Saint busied himself in grinding out his cigarette, because apparently he had a habit to get rid of.

      Fortunately it wasn’t too terribly long after that that he was introduced to Buffy and the wonders of a certain snarky bleached-blond vampire; shortly after that his sadly depleted image became strengthened by the addition of copious amounts of peroxide and a fantastically irritating endearment. Bite me, pet, he’d drawl – even with a horrible English accent the first few weeks, he shuddered looking back – and he’d crunch on a candy cigarette and grin disconcertingly, and then he’d go bother Steff, and his image of inexplicably stylish weirdness was upheld and he smoked not at all.

      Or, well. He smoked less often. It was a hard habit to kick, apparently, and it helped so much with stress, sometimes, because when people were yelling he could just light up – but in any case. Less.

      At least where Steff could see.

      “Saint,” Noah was saying now. “Saint,” and Saint blinked and sat up.

      He rubbed the heel of his palm sharply across his eyes.“Ugh. Sorry. I am really not awake today.”

      “You’ve been doing very well,” Noah said. Saint blinked again. Noah smiled at him, and it was probably the remnants of Saint’s tiredness that made Noah’s smile seem all soft and fond.

      “Uh,” Saint said uncertainly.

      Noah stood up. “I didn’t mean to discomfort you. Just – I’m glad you’re alive.”

      Saint stifled one last yawn and made himself stand up, as well. “I wish you were alive too,” he said.

      Noah went out of focus for a moment, and then came back. He looked stunned. “I… ”

      “If only so I could punch you in the face when you’re being a dick,” Saint added, because Noah looked a lot more overwhelmed than that statement really warranted.

      Noah said, “You don’t even know who I was. I don’t… even know who I was, half the time. Saint, there’s barely anything left of me and I can’t, I, sometimes I change without even knowing about it and I don’t remember –”

      His voice was going all frantic and pleading, so Saint held up a hand to forestall him.

      “Shhh,” he said. “Hey. I know who you are now, and that’s what matters, right? Don’t let your past get to you. Right now you’re helping me save the world!” He flung out his arms. “And that’s amazing, all right? I mean, well, not the entire world, if we’re being accurate, maybe not all of New Zealand even, but by my count we’ve directly saved at least ten people from dire threat and who knows how many people the other monsters would’ve killed or tortured or worse if we hadn’t stopped them? Seriously.” He leaned forward, intent. “There are people alive in the world that wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you and me, pet, and that’s not nothing.”

      Noah looked uncomfortable. Which – was way more endearing than Saint was willing to admit, Noah getting all squirmy and embarrassed just from this praise. “I… suppose that’s true.”

      Saint hmmed at him thoughtfully. “Whatever your grand atua-killing plan is, we can’t do it yet, right?”

      Noah sighed. “No. I can go scouting, at least; I should’ve done that days ago. I’ll try to find out where they hide – maybe identify their leader, if they have one. There has to be something. Atua are very much a product of their surroundings, and for these sorry displaced wretches to even be able to survive here they must’ve clung to somewhere or something.”

      “Yeah yeah,” Saint said, “scouting, sure, but that can wait. I’m gonna get something to eat. And you can… watch me eat, I guess.”

      Noah looked pleased. “Good! Good. Are you going to your friend for help?” he said, rather inexplicably. Saint must’ve looked confused, because Noah added, “The one who you texted a lot, before.”

      Saint snorted. “Oh god no. I tried that. No.” He grinned, perkily. There was caffeine and fire mingling in his bloodstream, and he was the weird kid who did whatever he wanted to. “But I have a better idea.”

      “Yeah?”

      Saint flung out one arm. “Showering!” he declared.

      Noah raised an eyebrow. “All… right then.”

      “And then,” Saint said, happily, “victimless crime.”

      Noah grinned. “I knew you’d think of something.”
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      The taniwha girl seemed willing to listen to her now, and Hinewai wanted to do this right. She took her to the hill that they called Mount Victoria nowadays, and they stood there, stood on the stony back of an ancient taniwha with the wind whipping around them. The sky was clouded over, the city a beautiful prospect all greyed over and dulled.

      Hinewai said, “Long ago there were two taniwha called Ngake and Whātaitai, and they were trapped in a lake. Ngake grew restless, and charged at the wall of their prison, and broke through it, and swam into open sea; Whātaitai, left lonely, decided too late to follow him, but was stranded on the breach by the tides, and eventually turned to stone. Taniwha are both guardians and monstrous – What are you doing?”

      Tony was standing at the railing, staring at the view. “Dang, you can see the whole city from here.”

      “Here he lies all deep stone dreaming, where once his tortured soul fled screaming,” Hinewai said mysteriously, waiting for questions. Tony would of course be curious about the taniwha who had by tradition protected this place, as that was her duty now.

      “Okay,” Tony said. “Oh, man – informational plaques!”

      Hinewai sighed. “I am telling you because it is a story most people here know, and because it is about family. That is the theme of my own tale.”

      Tony paused and looked at her, properly, finally. “Family… ” she said. “Okay, sorry, yeah. I’m listening.”

      Tony was quite stupid, generally – wait, that was probably one of those remarks that was ‘offensive’, and she’d learned that she had to be careful to avoid those, even in her thoughts. She would be helpless in this world without her human-guide. Tony was ignorant about many things, but she understood the city. Things would go easier if she understood Hinewai as well.

      “My name is Hinewai,” Hinewai said, because stories started with names, “woman of light rains.”

      “Yupyup, you’ve said,” Tony said, looking at her expectantly. “That’s why it’s all drizzly when you’re around?” She flung out her hand at the cloudy sky.

      “That’s beside the point. I am Hinewai, daughter of the sky. Have you ever heard of me?”

      Tony grinned at her ferociously. “Not until you took over my mind, nope.”

      Hinewai brightened. That was an actual smile, not like most of Tony’s stupid human grins. Real grins had more teeth in them, more sharpness, more threat. It was so very idiotic to grin like humans did, all happy and helpless. Almost as bad as laughing, which was another thing the girl did far too often, but this, this was a proper grin, baring teeth as a threat. She was learning. “Yes, few people have,” she said. “But you’ll have heard of my sister, Hinepūkohurangi.”

      “I’m sorry I snapped at you –”

      Hinewai blinked. “Why?” she said.

      Tony sighed. “Never mind. Hinepūkowhatsherface.” She frowned. “I think Rangi did tell me that one. Woman of mists or something, right?”

      “Yes,” said Hinewai, through gritted teeth. “Everyone has heard of her. She gets a whole story, after all. She got to fall in love with a mortal – you know how these stories are: an atua woman. A mortal man. She stays with him at night, but he cannot ever look at her in the light of day or she will have to leave him forever. The normal bargain.”

      “Normal,” Tony echoed.

      “Yes!” said Hinewai, pleased. Explaining her purpose shouldn’t have been any easier than the rest of their misunderstandings, but it was. They were connecting, perhaps! Becoming human friends. This was very nearly communication. “In any case. My sister got to have a mortal lover, and to get her heart broken; he betrayed her, naturally – they always do. And her tale has been told for many hundreds of years. And her lover later was turned into a rainbow so that he could be with her, and that story has been told for hundreds of years as well. Immortalised by the speaking of words, tales told of you for centuries – all atua are long of life but that’s the only way to be immortal, and she never even had to try!”

      “Hin,” Tony said, “you’re killing that plaque. Calm down.”

      Hinewai looked down. She’d dug her fingers into the stupid human thing so hard that the plastic coating it had shattered. She pulled her hand back, horrified with herself.

      “Don’t freak out, I mean, vandalism is the least terrible thing you’ve done,” Tony said, and then added, “Sorry,” and then, “hey, calm down.” Hinewai was striding from side to side, working out her restlessness that way instead.

      “It’s an atrocious habit,” Hinewai snarled. Destroying things was perfectly fine, but fidgeting without meaning to was not: it showed lack of control, and she was always controlled, always. She had that at least.

      “What? Whai did that.”

      “The ponaturi boy? He was insane, then. Broken by trying to be in this world. It doesn’t show most of the time, but there are ways to tell.” She nodded to herself. “Sometimes people seem sane but there is brokenness underneath. It is good he died, most likely; he would’ve killed you one day, unless you’d known to stay clear from any nets he made.” She paced on.

      There was silence for a second. It was pleasant. Hinewai had always liked the sound of the rain. Perhaps Tony was enjoying the rain as well? Hinewai hoped so. She made it rain a little harder and looked at Tony expectantly.

      Tony was staring at her with an expression that Hinewai didn’t understand. “You’re talking about someone I liked quite a lot,” Tony said, slow and careful. “Who died.”

      Hinewai nodded. “Yes. He was insane.”

      Tony abruptly started walking, away from the lookout, down the steps to the road. Hinewai stared after her, confused.

      Perhaps she had been very fond of that plaque? Or her ugly jacket, perhaps the rain had ruined it. Yes, that was it – humans did have a tendency to get attached to useless things. Hinewai would buy her a new one.

      Hinewai sat on the railing and looked out at the city. Tony came back eventually.

      “Okay,” Tony said. “And you had better be really helpful when it comes to fighting Māui, just so you know.”

      Hinewai raised an eyebrow, which was a human expression that she had grown fond of, as it was a lot more useful than most of them; it conveyed superiority, arrogance. She liked it. “I am strong and clever and skilled, and there is little I am afraid of aside from the things you know,” she said, and listed them: “Fire and full sunlight and the foul stink of cooked food, and not having a story, and not having you. Those last are more unpleasant to contemplate. I can brave even fire if it means I make my mark. So of course I’ll be of use. I’ll be invaluable.” She tossed her head, then frowned. “Is something amiss? You’re blushing.”

      “Um,” Tony said, and she pushed her hair back from her face. “It’s… cold.”

      “Ah.”

      “So, right,” Tony said, speaking quickly, “your sister had this story blah de blah rainbows and stuff – what’s this all got to do with you?”

      “Exactly,” Hinewai said eagerly. “It has nothing to do with me. She gets – story, she gets to live, and I? I, the woman-of-light-rain, the meek little sister – do you know what my role in this story was?”

      “No,” Tony said, leaning forward curiously. “Tell me?”

      Hinewai bared her teeth, remembering old wrongs. “To be lookout. That was all. To hover above the house and tell her of dawn’s approach, each day, until the day she did not heed me.”

      Tony looked blank.

      “That’s all,” Hinewai said. “That is all I got to do. For untold generations that is all people knew of me. I have not lived.”

      Tony frowned. “So. This… this whole thing is because … Okay, let’s see if I’ve got this right. Big sister gets to star in this famous story, you’re annoyed that you only have a minor role, so …you hang around for a few hundred years and then eventually, when things are all modern and stuff, wander into a human city so you can fall instantly in love?”

      Hinewai smiled fierce. “I want my own story,” she said.

      “And… okay.” Tony scowled. “Wait, you seriously think that’s worth enslaving people’s minds for?”

      “Well, of course,” said Hinewai, in some surprise. “It is important.”

      “What makes your story more important than everyone else’s?”

      “Nothing,” Hinewai said, starting to get annoyed now. Tony was mighty and fearsome and strong, but even that did nothing to combat her human upbringing, apparently. Her stupidity was bone-deep. “That’s why I need to fight for it. To hunt. To win.”

      “Talking to you kinda makes my head hurt,” Tony said, and looked at her intently. “Promise me one thing.”

      “Anything you like,” Hinewai said, too quickly. Stupid. Never let people have power over you, and most of all never let them know it.

      “No more hurting people,” Tony said. “Except when you need to. And no more fucking around with people’s heads! No scary fae mind control! Okay? Promise me.”

      That would… take away all her power, leave her helpless here in this wretched place…

      Tony was staring at her intently, not pleading, not ordering. Asking, that was all.

      “I swear it,” Hinewai said, before she could think better.

      “Great,” Tony said, leaping to her feet as though her delight was too great for her to remain still. “Okay, we have some shopping to do, Hin. And then Māui-hunting! Both those things.” She beamed at her, broad and delighted and so stupidly weak. “Girls’ day out but hopefully with more terrible vengeaaance.”

      And Hinewai tried to smile back all sickening sweet and humanish. She could do this. She could.

      She had to.
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      Saint raided the Flatmate’s room. It reminded him uncomfortably of the scene in The Hobbit where Bilbo and the others found the trolls’ cave; full of riches, but stinking of death. He found money there, notes stuffed in drawers and behind the mirror, but it was blood money. Dead people’s money. He stuffed it in his pocket a little uncomfortably, and exited.

      Noah had been examining the toaster, but he glanced at Saint and frowned. “Are you all right?”

      Normally Saint would brush that off, but hell – they’d gotten pretty close these last few days. “Well, firstly, I just realised I’m a lot more of a geek than I ever let on,” he said, “not that that’s bad exactly, and secondly… ” He waved the wad of notes. “There was money in loose notes, some just in coins even, so I have this – overwhelming feeling that the maero took this from his victims. Which is kind of terrible. But there’s no personal items or IDs here or anything. I mean, of course he wouldn’t keep those, but – those girls he killed, they had families or friends or someone, and I have no way of contacting them to say what happened.” He grimaced. “It’s just… less than ideal.”

      Noah patted above his shoulder. “There’s not much money,” he said. “It can’t have been too many people.”

      “Oh, yeah. That’s true.” He brightened. “And it would’ve been more people, if not for me. I saved some.”

      “That you did,” Noah said proudly.

      “And now it is time to humbly accept my just reward, by which I mean a kebab, probably, I’m starving. That ought to be fairly fun for you to watch; there’s these, like, solid pillars of meat. Does it outright hurt you to be in sunlight?”

      “No, no. It’s just… difficult. It’s easier with you there to focus on, though.”

      “Come on, then. Let’s saunter.”

      They sauntered, chatting idly. Saint bought a kebab crammed full of lamb and salad and yogurt and finished it off faster than he’d been intending to, because Noah looked a little disconsolate.

      “Not-living getting you down?” Saint asked as they left. A couple of people glanced at him. He frowned, then grinned and held up his hand next to his ear like he was talking on a phone. “Ha! Now it looks like we’re just regularly conversing. Seriously, though.”

      “Of course it is,” Noah said, looking irritable. “You try being dead and see how you like it.” Then he looked stricken and held up his hands. “I didn’t mean that, please don’t think I meant –”

      “Calm down, I know you didn’t.” Saint wiped his mouth with a serviette and tossed it into the nearest rubbish bin. He sauntered on, thoughtful. “That idea is not without its merits, though, I gotta say. We could be like, ghostbuds. Hanging out playing pranks on people. It’d be fun.”

      “It’s not,” Noah said. “Nothing about this is fun.” He looked apologetic again. “I mean, you are, you’re fun, but… ” He pursed his lips. “It’s because you’re all of the things I’m not, I think. You’re… impulsive, bright – I don’t know. Just… very alive.”

      They were making their way down Cuba Mall – so many good kebab places on Cuba Mall! – and there were lots of people about and maybe that was why Noah felt free enough to talk so openly about things that pained him, the evanescence and anonymity of this, other people talking in the background. “Can you possess people?” Saint asked.

      Noah shot him a look of irritation mixed with hurt. “I told you,” he said, stiff and formal, “none of this is fun. Don’t make mock of me. I’m not some amusing poltergeist, I don’t pull tricks.” He nearly spat the word.

      The ghost-bird thing was basically a trick, but Saint wasn’t about to say that. “So that’s a no?” he went on. “That ponaturi guy who knocked me out, he had, like – magical powers or something, yeah?” He talked rapidly, keeping his eyes fixed straight ahead. “Do you think someone like that might be able to make you a physical form? I mean an actual body would be ideal, but maybe some, I don’t know, golem or something. Or perhaps we could work on giving the form you do have more substance. Could you shape the wind into something more solid? Basically what I’m saying here is… ” he said, and he stopped walking. “There might not be any way to make you alive again – and we maybe don’t want to, yikes, that’s sort of a, a monkey’s paw situation if ever I’ve seen one – but are there any ways to at least make things better?”

      He looked at Noah, finally. Noah looked stunned. “I… I don’t know. I hadn’t thought to try.”

      “Might be that’s our next order of business, then.”

      Noah continued to look stunned.

      Saint started walking again. “Then again, we are on beautiful historic Cuba Street,” he said, “there’s sure to be some kind of shop here. Picture that. Hello shopkeep, yes, I am here for necromancy.”

      Noah laughed.

      “Where do you keep the dead goats, I have this really pressing sacrifice to make,” Saint said.

      “Hello, yes,” Noah said, “I’d like to visit the land of Hinenui-te-pō where the dead ones gather, and also purchase some fried potatoes.”

      Saint grinned. “Hello sir can I purchase a perfect replica of a human body – oh no it’s not for me, it’s for my friend Noah.”

      “Shoptender, do you happen to have a sense of decorum and tact in stock? No, no, it’s not for me, it’s for my friend Saint.”

      “Good luck with that,” Saint said, laughing, “no one ever believes that ‘Saint’ is an actual real name. Not even when it’s me that’s telling them. I think most people think it’s some sort of ironic statement, if they think about it at all.”

      “I don’t know much about naming conventions in the present day, I must admit,” Noah said. “Is yours unusual?”

      “Ish? It’s not my real real name, though. My given name’s Santiago. But obviously I’m not going to go around calling myself Santiago.”

      “Obviously,” said Noah, looking amused.

      “So I could be Saint, or I could be Sante – and I don’t want to be associated with a chocolate bar, thank you very much! At least not most of the time, I mean, there are extenuating – anyway, I could be Saint or Sante or I could be, I don’t know, Santa or Iago, and I couldn’t really be either of those, I’m a bit rubbish at beards.” He gave a casual shrug. “So there you have it. The fascinating chronicle of my name.”

      “Your tangents are thrilling, as always.”

      “Your sarcasm wounds me to the core. Like a spear of ice. Like – damn it, why did I have to say ice, now I’m cold.”

      “Mwahaha?” Noah said hesitantly.

      “You learn, grasshopper. You learn.” He could just light a fire or something, but he couldn’t exactly do that on a crowded street. He thought warmth, trying to will himself warm, but apparently it didn’t work that way. “… Would you mind terribly if I pause this conversation to grab a coffee or something?”

      “No?”

      Saint grinned at the uncertainty in his tone. Ridiculous lost shadow of a man. “It’s fine, it won’t take long,” he said, swaggering towards the nearest café, which was, annoyingly, the same one he’d visited Steff at yesterday. “Cafés are ten-a-street here, come on. Wellington is like, café city. It is all about cafés… ”

      He stopped walking.

      Noah continued for a few metres then stopped and looked back at him, stepping slightly to one side so a middle-aged couple didn’t walk right through him. “Saint? Why did you stop?”

      Saint wished he could grab him by the shoulders and shake him, he was that excited. He restrained himself to walking forward and pushing his face very close to Noah’s, grinning broad and excitable. “Cafés,” he said.

      Noah looked more confused than anything else. “What about them?” he said, and then he caught on. His eyes widened. “Oh. Cafés.”

      Saint bounced. “Does that help?”

      “I’ll go look now,” Noah said, distracted already; he was trailing into wisps. “There are many likely spots, but I can be in several different places at once if I care to. Now I know what I’m looking for it’ll be simple enough to – that is, if you don’t mind pausing the conversation?”

      “Nah. Plenty of time to talk later.”

      “Farewell for now, then,” Noah said, and he was gone.

      Saint amused himself by scorching rude doodles into the paving stones and trying not to look like he was loitering. Which wasn’t that hard: it was drizzly and damp and generally unpleasant that day, so someone hanging around undercover wasn’t too inexplicable, though it’d make more sense for them to hang around inside. Ah well.

      Just as he was putting the final touches on his unloiter he ruined it by bumping into a girl. Well, she bumped into him, really, and knocked him clean over. He sprawled on the ground for a second, confused. She’d fallen over too, rather more elegantly.

      She was cute as a button, with a cheerfully chaotic tangle of dark hair and a big battered duffel-coat and bright pink gumboots. Aside from the gumboots she was dressed mainly in greens and browns. She sprang to her feet immediately, and gained a few points in Saint’s eyes when the first thing she did was offer him her hand, despite the fact that she’d been carrying several bags of shopping that were now scattered all around them.

      Saint took her hand and she pulled him up with surprising ease. He gave her a charming look. “Sorry about that,” he said, “I was busy musing artistically.” Then he added, “Nice boots,” because they were.

      She dimpled at him. “Nice coat!”

      They grinned at each other for a second or two, the pleased, vaguely conspiratorial grins of those who have just found people of like mind. “I think,” Saint said. “That we are going to be friends.”

      “Gosh, I hope so,” the girl said, and she snatched up her bags with one hand and held out the other. “I’m Tony!”

      Instead of shaking he bowed with a flourish. “Saint, at your service,” he said. Hey, look, something they had in common: bizarre names. “Your parents must’ve hated you.”

      “What? Oh, no. Mum just loves Marvel.” Tony sighed. “It could’ve been worse! I mean, I could’ve been Xavier or Steve or something.”

      “You would make a perfectly charming Xavier,” Saint assured her.

      Tony giggled. “I’m sorry about getting your clothes all wrinkledy,” she said.

      “Oh, no, I was… like that already.” Saint coughed. “I’m not quite my usual sterling self just at present. In my defence, it’s been a long few days.”

      Tony heaved a sigh. “Man, do I know that feeling,” she said. “Oh, uh – my friend’s waiting for me, I should probably –”

      “Yeah, I have plans today too. But we should, y’know, do an activity? Snag a beverage or something, at some point in time. Is what I’m saying.”

      “It’s a date!” she chirped. “Oh, wait, not to imply –”

      “No, no, assuredly platonic –”

      “Yeah um –”

      “Yes.” He picked up her last bag and handed it to her. “Cheerio, then.”

      She snorted, but affectionately. “Toodlepip,” she said grandly, and bounced off. She moved in cheerful clumsy skips and jumps and almost-stumbles, like walking was far too dull. Saint decided he rather liked her. Nice to have an interlude from dreaded monster-slaying and risk-taking to chat to a pretty girl.

      Noah returned just as Saint was perfecting his unloiter, which involved staring anxiously up the street and making occasional small dashes into the rain and then quick dashes back, as though testing whether the rain was, indeed, still wet. He was rather proud of it. It had, he felt, an air of authenticity.

      “Is that some sort of strange dance?” said Noah. “People are staring at you.”

      Saint stopped and sighed. “Some people have no appreciation for proper infiltration techniques,” he mourned, before remembering to put his hand to his ear. “So you found it?”

      “Yes! It’s hidden on a – ramp of sorts, next to the library. You enter it in the space between two pillars. Simple enough.” Noah was eager and excited, half-grinning. “So all you need to do now is –” He broke off. “What’s that?”

      Saint turned to follow the direction of his gaze. Noah was staring at a fellow sitting on a ledge and busking. He was dressed in neat old-fashioned clothes, a jacket with patched elbows worn over a shabby waistcoat. As Saint watched, the man in the jacket looked up and met Saint’s gaze. He seemed surprised. He dusted off his jeans and stood.

      “Some guy?” Saint said.

      “Look,” Noah said.

      Saint looked. Instead of a head the man had a radio – quite a nice one, shiny and boxy and black. Rain had misted the plastic.

      “Some radio head guy?” Saint said. He curled one hand into a loose fist, clicking his fingers restlessly together to make small sparks. “Guess that makes us the karma police.”

      Radioheaded Thing stepped toward him. “Hey, sorry,” he – it – said, “but you seem… I don’t know.” It crossed its arms. If a radio could look stern, this one did. “Were you burning those paving stones just now?”

      “You are the weirdest thing I have ever seen,” Saint said. “I mean that.” He scratched the back of his head. “Ah… Noah, a little help?” He glanced at Noah. Noah stood there, staring.

      “What on earth,” Noah said, “is that thing?”

      “That’s what I’ve been wondering,” Saint said. Radiohead crackled sharply at him, a noise like static, and took a step forward.

      “This is my street,” it said. “You’re intruding. I won’t let you harm anyone here.”

      “Oh, come on, I didn’t even nick anything this time,” Saint said, and just then a shock of not-right feeling shivered through his arm. Noah had moved behind him, like he was afraid – though what protection Saint could offer to him, and what protection someone intangible could possibly need, he didn’t know. It was quite annoying though, as Noah seemed inclined to keep rather too close, like a child tugging at its parent’s sleeve, except tingly and painful.

      “Saint,” Noah said, plaintive. “What the hell is that thing?”

      “You’d know better than me, aren’t you the atua expert?”

      “It can’t possibly be… ” Noah said, and then he drew in breath sharply and unnecessarily. “Oh.”

      Saint turned. The wairua looked grim, and – disgusted? Disgusted. Not disgusted like someone who disapproves of eating mustard with ice cream; much worse than that, the real kind of disgust, disgust that went gut-deep. Like someone faced with a person who makes dolls out of animal corpses.

      Saint frowned at the creature. “My friend seems pretty upset by you. What are you, exactly?”

      “Your friend?” Radiohead said blankly. “In any case.” It squared its shoulders. “I told you. This is my street. You are no longer welcome here.”

      Saint shrugged. “Hey, no one died and made you king of Wellington. I go where I want.”

      “Saint,” Noah said, thready and weak and panicked. Saint frowned at him. He’d pat him on the shoulder if he could – the guy looked really rough. “Do you realise what this means?” Saint just shrugged again. Noah glared. “Look at him, idiot, look past. You’re outside enough of things to be able to do that at the very least. Come on!”

      Saint, obligingly, looked at the creature; it was an odd thing playing at human, but it was also… Huh. It was hard to tell, actually. Saint just got a vague impression of – of lights, in the darkness, of the murmur of crowds, of people waiting at intersections, crowded shops busy with the echoes of people who had visited once. And bright colours, sunlight shining on red and yellowish cobblestones. All kinds of music spilling out into the air, guitar and Chinese violin and Western violin and smooth jazz. Trams and underneath that horses and carts and muddied streets.

      Saint blinked. “Okaaay,” he said. “This means what, exactly?”

      “It ruins everything,” Noah said, then repeated it, hollow: “It ruins everything. Kill it, you… it… this thing shouldn’t be alive, it, no, no no no no no kill it make it be gone –”

      Saint frowned. “Hm.” He tossed a little fireball from hand to hand, pensive. The day had been going really nicely. He hadn’t especially wanted to kill anything today, and he had the feeling that this guy wouldn’t die easy. “But he’s like, a street spirit, so it’d follow that he gets energy from the street. This street. This is the worst possible place to fight him.”

      “No, no, no,” Noah said, shaking his head, frantic, “no no no he can’t be – he’s some upjumped lost atua that clung to this street, that’s all. He can’t come from here. That’s impossible.”

      “Well improbable, sure, but after the last few days I’m willing to –”

      “No. I mean it,” Noah said, and he stepped around Saint to examine the spirit, then lost his nerve, backtracking fast, so agitated that he went right through Saint, and Saint was still shuddering from that when Noah went on. “It’s impossible. In the old days, yes, we had spirits of things, because the land was alive then, everything was alive, so there were tree spirits, island spirits – that’s what atua start off as, you know, here and everywhere else: spirits of mist and wood and sea, and then they gain shape as people believe in them and as stories are told and as the land grows with them – but this. This.” He stopped, looking achingly lost. “He’s the spirit of a street. You can have spirits of trees or rocks, of territories, but, but a spirit in the city, grown naturally from it, this – this is impossible, it has to be, don’t you see? Don’t you see what this means?”

      “You really are gonna have to elaborate on that, pet,” Saint said. “In simple sentences that explain how I can kill the blasted thing?”

      “Who are you talking to… ” said Radiohead, and then it took a step back. “Oh, God. You’re him.” It was shaking, its voice barely discernible over the panicky squeal of feedback. “Oh, God, you’re going to kill me… ” It stood straighter, squared its shoulders. “Kill me if you have to, but –” It flung out an arm to indicate the people passing by, some stopping to stare at them, most used enough to Cuba Street’s oddities that they walked on without pausing. “Leave these people alone. All right? Kill no one!”

      “What? I wouldn’t just kill random people… ” Saint said, and trailed off. So the atua had heard that he was killing them – that explained the ponaturi ambush. But did they truly think he was so cold-hearted that he’d kill random humans? Like he was the monster? Huh. That was… useful, actually. That was probably why he hadn’t met any more organised resistance thus far, though he wouldn’t be willing to bet on that continuing, which was why he had to burn up their headquarters quickfast, before it could occur to them that they were scary and dangerous and strong and he was only one man.

      Radiohead changed its stance so it stood like a boxer, sidelong, fists raised. “No,” it said grimly. “You won’t.”

      “Wow. Okay.” Saint took a step back and shot a grin at Noah. “Hey, wanna do that thing you did when we first met? With the birds? C’mon, together we can take it easy.” He could take this creature on his own perfectly easily, as well, but Noah seemed to need cheering up.

      “Hm?” Noah said, blankly, and then looked at him. “Oh. No,” he said, distractedly. “I don’t… I’m not sure if that’s the best… ”

      “Right.” Saint ran a hand through his hair, thoughtful. Radiohead was still standing, wary and defensive, and it really wasn’t a good idea to fight this thing on its home turf, being here made it stronger –

      Oh. Ha.

      He was standing next to a smallish boutique, expensive clothes on display behind a glass window. Saint turned toward it and raised his hands and thought fire, and felt it, actually felt the fire coursing through his blood, like strong liquor or ecstasy or the very best adrenaline rush, intoxicating and painful all at once, almost too much to feel, the scorch of it, the burn and bright.

      He lowered his hands, panting.

      The door, the glass, all of it was gone. The store now had a big open space on one side, which, hey, maybe that’d even help business, fresh air and all that. He’d kept it under control, of course, so that the fire hadn’t burnt anything out of that little area. The lady behind the shop counter gaped at him through the sudden gaping hole.

      Saint whirled back around to face the city spirit and Noah. Noah, still all starey and horrified, thankfully didn’t even need to do his magic wind-is-life-or-whatever powers; Radiohead had fallen to its knees, looking pale. It gripped its side. It was bleeding, Saint noticed, blood soaking through its tweedy jacket, but the blood disappeared before it hit the ground. The spirit’s ‘face’ was twitching, the shiny panel on the front of the radio flashing with coloured columns, but the creature itself made no sound.

      “Yeah, that’s what you get,” Saint told it. “You’re an abomination, apparently. Stop using power that doesn’t belong to you or whatever.” Radiohead started struggling to its feet, and it was bleeding less now, and Saint shot his cuffs and sent a spear of flame right into its heart.

      The creature lost its balance and fell, hitting the ground hard. There was the crack of plastic, and the colours died.

      Saint turned to shoot Noah a grin, but the wairua was still panicky. His eyes were wide and white and frenzied. Saint frowned a bit, at that.

      Later he’d have time to worry about Noah properly; at the moment he had himself to think about. He had no idea what the people around him had seen, but judging by the stares and muttering and the looks of fear on some people’s faces, it hadn’t been a nice and flattering interpretation like with those two he’d saved from the maero. He’d best be going.

      Saint adjusted his coat and ran like the blazes. It was pretty fun, dashing down streets all helter-skelter, fire scorching through his veins and sirens wailing through the air somewhere behind him. Finally he ran out of energy and jogged to a stop, somewhere down Abel Smith Street. He leaned against a wall.

      “Well, that worked out fairly well,” he said.

      “Saint,” Noah said, looking wretched. “I don’t think you understand.”

      “Gosh, really, it’s not like you’ve been acting inexplicable or anything,” Saint said. He made a genial gesture. “Explain, then, if you feel so inclined. We haven’t got much time, though; the sooner I get to café-burning the better, all things considered.”

      “No,” Noah said.

      Saint frowned at him. “Huh? You were all for it a few minutes ago. Don’t worry, I’ll scope it out first. I think I can infiltrate it pretty easy, so it’s not like I’ll be in too much danger – I mean, if they don’t let humans in I can always just stick a radio on my head. Noah? You okay?”

      “I – forgive me, I need to think about this,” Noah said, and he disappeared.

      Saint blinked at the place where he’d been for a moment, and bit his lip and continued on. He had a café to find, and monsters to kill, and there were more people at stake than just Noah.
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      Hinewai frowned at her. They’d set up shop in Tony’s living room; Tony had lugged in a couple of mirrors in order to Dazzle Hinewai with her New Look. Hinewai, thus far, was less than pleased.

      “No, they’re not literally fishnets,” Tony tried to explain, “they’re, um, just a thing that people wear to look a certain way. Y’know?”

      Hinewai sniffed. “I have no wish to associate myself with the tools of my vermin cousins,” she said. “… Not that we don’t use fishnets, also, but – still. It is a point of pride.”

      Tony scowled at her. “This’d be a lot easier if you’d cooperate!” she said, flailing a bag. “After I bought all this neat stuff for you… ”

      “Neat?” Hinewai said, arching an eyebrow. “It all seems secondhand, to me.”

      Tony scuffed her toes against the carpet. “Shuddup, I lost my livelihood,” she muttered. “Hey, be happy I’m helping you at all, okay?”

      Honestly, Hinewai was the last person who needed a makeover – she could make anything look good, probably – but Tony couldn’t really think of anything else to do. Hinewai had been searching for her ‘true love’ for months, apparently, and while it was perfectly feasible for her not to have found love in that time, there should at least have been plenty of interested parties. She was incredibly gorgeous, and that was generally all it took to bring guys flocking. Too much so, even. Why on earth she’d had such difficulty Tony didn’t know.

      “I still don’t see how this is meant to help me,” Hinewai said. “You should’ve used the money to buy yourself new clothes instead, as your current ones are cheap and make you look ugly.”

      Okay, yeah, she knew.

      “And I still don’t see how this is meant to help!” Hinewai said, picking up a ruffly black skirt from the clothes piled on the couch and eyeing it with deep suspicion. “Clothing is superficial. Love does not depend on these things!”

      Tony stared at her. “But in that story your sister and her husband guy never even spoke before… oh, never mind. People can’t exactly fall in love with you if they don’t know you’re there, so you can’t do that glamour misty do-not-look-at-me thing you do, ’cos that’ll defeat the whole purpose! So people’ll see you, but you’re not exactly normal looking, soooo, the point is to make it seem like your… ” she waved a hand at Hinewai, “you-ness… is deliberate. Part of, y’know – a look.”

      Hinewai stared at her. “I am sure that you think you make sense,” she said kindly. “Perhaps you merely need to try harder. I’m sure you shall get the trick of it.”

      Tony scrunched her eyes shut and counted to ten.

      She was getting the hang of managing Hinewai now, though. She opened her eyes again and sniffed. “Whai liked fishnets,” she said tragically.

      Hinewai looked alarmed. “Don’t start crying – that would be complicated and unpleasant,” she said, and then, “All right. Fine. But only because you ask it of me.”

      She pulled on the fishnet gloves. Tony beamed at her, and held out the skirt.

      Tony turned around as she got changed, of course. Not that she needed to, the spell was off and Tony certainly had better taste than to fall for someone like Hinewai on her own. (Hinewai cold and cruel and careless. Hinewai at Mount Vic, sitting on the railing with the city spread out behind her and the wind in her hair. And losing you, she’d said, matter-of-fact, as though Tony were important –)

      “I am done. Why are you staring into the distance strangely?” Hinewai said, and Tony turned around and breathed a sigh of relief. There was Hinewai in layers of makeup that softened the sharpness of her face, clothes that masked her harshness and actually, no. She’d thought dressing Hinewai differently would make her seem softer, or different, or something – she didn’t really know what she’d been expecting, but this was still Hinewai. You could pretty up a knife with gilt and gems, but it’d still have a knife’s beauty, sharp and clean.

      “Time to look for your true love,” Tony said, and took her to town.

      Tony hadn’t been very hopeful about how this would go, despite the makeover. Hinewai was intimidating and had high standards. Even if she’d been human, those things were enough to put most idiot guys off.

      And sure enough it… didn’t end well. Hinewai dismissed basically everyone as soon as she even saw them. They sat about in the first bar for nearly half an hour with Hinewai just glaring at everyone and Tony wearily sipping at a gross beer. At the second bar a man actually hit on her – success! – but then Hinewai nearly reduced him to tears by asking calm questions about the emptiness of his life. At the third bar Hinewai stopped dead before even going through the door and refused to enter just because there were flickery fake fires in front of it. And so on.

      Hinewai got more and more frustrated as the hours passed, tense and glaring like a ruffled owl. Finally Tony called a stop to it.

      “Okay, that’s – enough of your quest for now. Let’s do mine,” she said. “I’m thinking we should go to the Hikurangi and see if any of the atua can give me information about Māui, or if they want to help.” The second was more likely, she figured. As far as she knew Whai was the only one who’d even survived long enough to pass information along.

      Thinking about that made her heart hurt, but naturally Hinewai brightened immediately at the prospect of violence. At least one of them was happy.

      The Hikurangi was the same as it had been last time, atua chatting together and eating, greenery everywhere. Tony looked around the room, thoughtful. She put her hands in her pockets and hummed nervously. Then she went to Rongo.

      “Hey,” she said.

      He glanced up from nudging a custard slice into the display case. “Yeah?”

      “Um, there’s some stuff I need to do. I was wondering if you’d mind if I sort of… cause a disruption?”

      His brow creased in reproach, like her uncle catching her stealing apricots. “This is a peaceful place,” he rumbled. “Yes, I’d mind.”

      Tony squeezed her eyes shut. This was a good excuse to call this off, she told herself. He’d told her she couldn’t do this, and that was as good an excuse as any. She could back out now and she wouldn’t have to take on her role or take the initiative or hurt anyone –

      No. “Whai is dead,” she told him.

      She could feel his shock, almost, like it was a tangible thing. She opened her eyes. He had taken a step back and was shaking his head slowly.

      “That boy never meant harm to anyone,” he said, looking dazed. “He said he did, but he didn’t, really. So many old ones already dead, but he was barely more than a child, he was barely older than you… ” He gripped the countertop. “So many dead.”

      Tony wasn’t sure how to help, though she desperately wanted to. “Too many,” she said. She was surprised by how steady her voice was, considering how much she wanted to cry.

      Rongo smiled at her, a sad little smile. “You were all the whānau he had,” he said. “My brothers used to cause me no end of trouble, I remember that. I am a man of peace… but all right. Do whatever needs to be done. You have my permission.”

      Tony nodded, determined and fierce.

      “Want a brioche afterwards?” Rongo added. “On the house.”

      “Ooh, yes please.”

      She stood in front of the counter, as that was one of the few open spaces in the café. At the moment the place was maybe half full. Tony swallowed her nerves.

      “Hey, gang!” she said loudly. Most eyes turned her way. “Some of you might remember me from our adorable karaoke session the other day?”

      “The distant future!” someone yelled back. “The year two thousand!” There was laughter.

      Tony grinned. “Yeah, that was pretty awesome. But, um. I’m here on sort of more serious business this time.” She fidgeted. “See, I’m… I’m a taniwha .” She wondered when it was, exactly, that she’d stopped denying that. “And, I’ve noticed that some bad stuff seems to be happening, and no one’s doing anything about it so I just… ”

      They were all looking at her, a few faces jeering, a few expectant, most just neutral. Her voice trailed into a small squeak. Public speaking had never been her strong point. All those people staring at you mask-faced and inaccessible. It was so much better just to talk to them on their own – couldn’t she do that instead?

      She saw Ariki sitting in the corner; thought of the last time she’d been here, when Ariki and Whai had bickered in comfortable hate, when the whole room of morally dubious creatures had done a stupid sing-along, when the world had been brighter and Whai hadn’t been dead.

      Tony flung back her head. “My name is Tony!” she yelled. “I grew up on an orchard in the South Island, but this is my home, and you are my people! My friend Whai sought me out because the atua in the city are so damn scattered that there was no one else he could tell of the danger he saw coming.” She stood strong, both feet planted square on the ground, her ancestral ground, really, here surrounded by a detritus of old and new. She thought of ocean and swimming and sadness and joy, and changed, not fully but enough to become more intimidating, at least for a moment. She could feel her face shifting, her eyes growing wide and bulbous and golden, her skin toughening, her jaw filling up with teeth; she clenched one clawed hand into a fist and said, more quietly because she didn’t need to yell, now – the whole room was hanging on her every word – she stood there firm and said, “But I’m not afraid to ask for help. Your help. There’s a man or a god going around who thinks he can prey on you, and like hell am I going to let that happen! It’s time for us to prey on him!”

      She must’ve said the right thing, because they cheered, a riotous angry sound; someone started chanting a haka. Hinewai came to stand by her side. Tony exhaled slowly.

      After she’d gathered them into parties, after she’d quizzed each and every one for any information or ideas they had – there were ideas aplenty, but not much information, as she’d expected, no one had faced this guy and lived to tell about it. Which was… alarming. Anyway. After she’d done that, she went looking for Ariki. He was sitting way back in one corner, reading a business magazine and drinking a power smoothie. He was still poised and perfect, still immaculately dressed in suit and tie, his hair bound back, his face smooth and distant. He didn’t know.

      Tony sat across from him. “Hey… ” she said. “Um.”

      He glanced up at her and pulled an earbud out of his ear. “Yes?”

      “I… Okay, first of all I need to ask if there’s anything you can do to help us fight Māui and his pawn-guy, or anything you know.”

      “I met him, I think,” Ariki said thoughtfully. “The pawn. He was a coward. You have little to fear.” He shrugged. “As for what I could do… Well, there is something I could do.”

      Tony brightened. “Really?”

      “Yes,” Ariki said. “But I can’t be bothered.” He thumbed his earbud back in.

      Well, maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe now that all the atua were warned, there wouldn’t need to be any fighting after all? Tony hoped so. (No need for the others to fight: just her, fighting Māui. That was all she needed to happen, because she had a score to settle with him.)

      “There’s something else,” Tony said, and took a nervous bite of her brioche and then set it aside.

      “Mm?” Ariki said absentmindedly.

      “I have something to tell you about Whai,” she said, and she was worried, because she wasn’t sure she’d be accountable for her actions if he crowed in triumph. “He’s dead.”

      Ariki looked lofty and haughty and said, “Why should I care about anything that dolt –” But then he cut himself off abruptly, his eyes going wide. “He’s dead?”

      And Tony couldn’t make out what emotion it was in his voice, exactly, but it certainly wasn’t triumph.
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      Steffan had spent a surprisingly non-terrible afternoon by the Bucket Fountain as Cuba busked his way up and down the street, though always returning to lean against the fountain or, once, be pulled into it by the girl so that they both sat there in the pool laughing, Cuba soaked to the skin. On another occasion Cuba settled himself on the unnervingly cheerful giant plastic tuatara in the small playground a few metres up the street from the Bucket Fountain, and played and sang from there while the tipua girl leaned over the playground’s railing to sing back at him, or mischievously flooded the slide with water, or just curled up next to him.

      Steff had no idea what their deal was but was too polite to ask. He asked about plenty of other things, though, he asked every question that came to mind, and the two of them answered all of them as well as they could. They were good people, he thought. By the end of the day his folder of notes had grown enormously.

      And then he went home, and had nightmares; a noose around his throat so he couldn’t talk, couldn’t breathe, and Saint pale and dead, drained of blood like the child in the newspaper. He was completely pale, his skin and his clothes and everything, like he’d been drained of colour as well as blood; colourless except for the redness of the hundred cuts he was bleeding from, gaping like mouths against his skin.

      Steffan woke up shuddering with fear, and it took him entirely too long to compose himself enough to even try to return to where he’d been too scared to enter the other day. He had this odd conviction, strong as only the inexplicable feelings you got from dreams could be, that… that something awful had happened, or would happen, to someone, or everything. Filled with nameless dread. He often got nightmares like that when he was working too hard. Maybe this was all going a little too fast.

      The idea of waltzing into a café crammed full of supernatural creatures wasn’t too terribly appealing anyway. He told himself that wouldn’t be too bad; most atua were probably more like Cuba than the ponaturi girl who’d threatened him, and even if they weren’t, well –

      If they weren’t –

      If they weren’t then he’d have to learn how to handle them, wouldn’t he. Nightmares and terror were for the ignorant. The clever people were prepared, and to be prepared you had to know things.

      So he swallowed down his cornflakes, and went

      He went to the Hikurangi via Cuba Street, but there was no sign of Cuba, or the Bucket Fountain girl, either. He tried not to let that worry him but didn’t succeed very well.

      Steffan stood there hesitating outside the Hikurangi for a second, staring into the empty space between two pillars. This was dangerous. But fascinating, as well. And perhaps someone at the Hikurangi would know whether it was usual for street-spirits to disappear like that.

      He squared his shoulders and stepped through.

      He wasn’t prepared for the sights he saw. It was much stranger and also, more disconcertingly, much more everyday than he’d been expecting. He went, hesitantly, to a table, where he sat down and tried to ignore the people – and not-people, actually, yes, primarily not-people – who were staring at him. None of them looked much like Cuba.

      “I brought food,” he blurted out. “Um, I mean. An offering of sorts. Of peace.”

      The man behind the café bar set down the cup he’d been filling and wandered over to shake his hand. “Lots of new faces today,” he said. “Though mostly not ones smeared with red paint. I’m Rongo.”

      Smeared was an exaggeration; there were only two stripes of it, one on each cheek. Steffan smiled awkwardly and shook his hand. “I didn’t have any red ochre or fish oil,” he said. “I thought this might do?”

      Rongo nodded approvingly. “For protection, eh? Wise of you to be cautious. Most folk aren’t. You brought food too?”

      “Yes! Yes.” Steffan extracted the plastic ice cream container from his bag and pushed it over. “Eggs. Er… raw eggs.” He cleared his throat. “I know a lot of atua can’t eat cooked food,” he said, lamely.

      “It’s very thoughtful,” Rongo said, kindly. “I’ll make meringues. Oh, and a warning, though a clever lad like you probably doesn’t need it – if I were you I wouldn’t eat any of the food here without checking with me first.”

      “Why?” he said, leaning forward intently. “Is it magical in some way? Will it trap me in the fae world? A lot of the mythology I’ve read –”

      Rongo laughed raucously. “No, no,” he said, still laughing, “not magical, just yuck. What do you want, anyway?” He waved at the food they had available. “Or are you meeting someone?”

      “Oh, no, I don’t want anything – I’m just here to watch things and, learn things, that’s all I want.”

      Rongo loomed taller than he had a moment before, looking stern and forbidding. “You’re not even going to buy anything?” he growled.

      Steffan paled. “Oh, no, I – a coffee – I, I didn’t mean to offend you,” he stammered, and Rongo grinned and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “You’re too easy to fool; work on that, eh?” He went back to the counter still chuckling to himself.

      Steffan, feeling foolish, settled down to observe. He seemed safe enough, though his hand still slipped into his pocket, where he found the reassuring shape of the cigarette lighter and book of matches he’d stashed there. He was fine. He was prepared. Time to research.

      He got out his iPad – the Hikurangi had wi-fi, apparently. How? – and Googled, for a start, the name ‘Rongo’. Then he wished he hadn’t. He was willing to accept a lot, because so much evidence couldn’t be denied by any rational man, but – no. That was. Too much. No.

      His shoulders twitched nervously. Someone was reading over his shoulder.

      “Could you perhaps stop that?” Steffan said. “Please.” He glanced at them and, again, wished he hadn’t.

      “All right, mate,” they said amicably, and went to sit back down at their own table. His? Her? It was difficult to tell; they were formless, bony angles draped in a massive coat, their face thin with a beak of a nose and a fluffy mop of hair.

      Steffan swallowed his surprise. Fear was just an excuse for ignorance. “I – excuse me,” he said. “You look rather… feathered. Would you mind telling me what manner of atua you are?”

      They grinned. “What would you guess, looking at me?”

      “Uh,” Steffan said, and stalled. “Something… albatross-y?”

      There was a round of laughter, and Steff, face flaming, pretended to stare intently at his iPad.

      “Tasty, albatrosses,” said a large woman a few tables over, unexpectedly. She had what looked like paua shells where her eyes should be, shiny and slick. “Good with some camembert, maybe a light salad.”

      “Brie,” said the person sitting with her, who was chewing slowly on a giant weta and had three eyes, two black and unblinking, the other smaller and set in their forehead.

      “No, no, camembert much better compliments the texture, the subtlety of… ”

      Steffan tuned out, picking up a newspaper and flipping through it. Things had happened. People had done things. There was weather. The cartoon was about politics and tried its hardest to be funny. There was a disembodied hand on the table.

      Steffan squeaked and pushed his chair back, staring at the hand. It was a perfectly normal hand, except for not being attached to anything. As he watched, it flipped itself up and scuttled crablike to the cover of the tree growing through the hole in the centre of his table. It dived into the foliage and was gone from sight.

      There was a long pause.

      “… So there is a curse!” Steffan said weakly, once his voice wasn’t in danger of wobbling. “That’s interesting!”

      He was a massive geek, he knew that – Saint had told him so, more than once. Actually a lot more than once. But it helped, silly little jokes like that. Meant he could get back to focusing on gathering as much information as he could.

      He looked around and could see more of them. There were hands clinging to the vines trailing from the ceiling (if it was a ceiling), and hands hanging in chains like they were vines themselves, and hands half-hidden in the nooks and crannies of the trees and shrubs that filled the room. No one seemed to notice them – or, wait, no, there was one sneaking towards a bright green woman’s neenish tart, and she just flicked it away casually and went on talking. So the atua noticed them, they just didn’t see anything out of the ordinary there.

      Steffan stared at a tree which had a few hands in it, and then squeaked and fell out of his chair. There was a head. Sitting in the crook of one of the branches there was a head, a head with a smooth blank face which just had bumps and hollows to suggest nose and eyes, a disembodied head just sitting there like it was perfectly normal.

      “This place literally couldn’t get any stranger,” he said.

      “Need a hand?” someone asked, taking pity on him.

      “No thanks!” Steffan said, and then smiled expectantly. “Ah, that – that was meant to be a pun,” he added, and there was another round of laughter, not unkind. Fondly condescending, if anything. These people weren’t all that bad.

      Then someone sat across from him, an arrogant pale redhead in a nice suit. He met Steff’s gaze with eyes as blank as the sky. “Odd for a normal human to be here,” he said.

      Steffan put his iPad down. “I’m just curious about things,” he said. “On that note. The… the hands. And the heads. The disembodied hands and the heads and – good gracious, that one’s floating, all right.” He rallied himself. “The hands and the heads, what’s… I mean, not to seem ignorant, but what’s the deal with those?”

      “Oh, you get those in forests sometimes,” the man in the suit said dismissively. He leaned forward. “Who are you, to ask questions of me? What gives you the right?” He smiled soft and dangerous. “Are you under someone’s protection, to be so bold? Because if not, then I’d tread with care, were I you. Asking fool’s questions can lead to a fool’s death.”

      Steffan shuddered. The man was so so pale, his hair so red, the contrast as startling as blood on cold skin. He was reminded of his nightmare.

      “I just – I don’t mean any harm,” he said, faltering.

      The pale man smiled. “I do,” he said. “Your folk killed someone who was mine to kill, you see.” He leaned forward still closer, so that Steffan could feel his breath, cold as mist. Up close his eyes were terrifying. “And what,” he whispered, smiling all empty, “are we to do about that? I could kill you just for the crime of being human, and I’m not the only creature in this silly little café who would, however easily you’re fooled.”

      Steff couldn’t find words, couldn’t think of anything but women in comas, children drained of blood, patupaiarehe, patupaiarehe.

      Fortunately at that moment a Māori woman hurried over, glaring. “Ariki!” she snapped. “Leave him alone.”

      The pale man – Ariki – hissed, dissatisfied. “He could be associated with the killer,” he said, leaning back and waving a hand languidly in Steffan’s direction.

      “I’ll deal with it,” the girl said, and after staring at her competitively for a few moments the man stood up and left. She waited until he was several metres away before slumping down into the seat opposite Steffan with a sigh. “Sorry about that,” she said, and gave him a tired smile. “Hey! I’m Tony. Ariki can come on a bit strong, but he means well. Or… I mean, he doesn’t mean badly.”

      Steff, in the excitement of seeing and learning so many new things, had almost forgotten where he’d started: with the murders, the couple whose minds had been wiped clean into a coma they never woke up from, the body found drained of blood…

      The girl felt safe, somehow, warm and friendly like you could trust her. “I’m Steffan,” he said, and gathered his courage. “That man. Is he… safe?

      Tony blinked. “What do you mean?”

      I think he may’ve killed people, Steffan didn’t say. It wasn’t really any of his business. He was here in the name of scientific enquiry; he couldn’t take a side. Besides, even if Ariki had killed people, there was no guarantee that this girl hadn’t. “Nothing, really. He just scared me.”

      She frowned.

      “But, I mean, that doesn’t mean anything,” he said, hasty. “Most atua scare me. First one I met tried to kill me.”

      Tony ran a hand through her hair. “First one I met did kind of worse than that,” she said. “But she’s okay, really. I think. They’re all okay, I think, once you get to know them.”

      Steffan shifted uncomfortably. “Sure,” he said, and then, more certain, “I did meet some nice ones, earlier, a – a tipua, I think, and a city spirit named Cuba.”

      “Wait, what,” Tony said, “city spirits? What?” And then her eyes lit up. “Oh! I saw those while I was out walking once, I think. Hrm.” She looked around frowning. “There don’t seem to be any in here… This place is for all atua. And if the city ones don’t come here they won’t have been warned yet.” She buttoned up her coat, scowling. “I’ll check them out.”

      She looked tired. “Can I help?” he asked on impulse, and then he shook his head. “No, I, I take that back, I… I do not know why I said that, I’m, I’m trying to avoid being involved or taking sides.”

      “Naw, fair enough,” Tony said, waving a hand. “It’s not your fight. You’re kinda cute when you’re flustered, though – hey. Hey.” She rubbed her chin thoughtfully, looking at him. “Heyyy. Are you single?”

      Steffan blushed deeply.

      Tony burst out laughing. “Oh, Christ – I’m not asking for me, dude, I have this friend who wants… Oh, never mind, I doubt you’re her type anyway.” She stood up. “I better get back to work.”

      “I won’t keep you; it’s past time I went home anyway,” Steffan said. Don’t get involved, don’t take a stance, you don’t know the rules of this world yet, you have to know the rules –

      But he had to know everything, he always had. He couldn’t help it. So, “… The city ones won’t have been warned, you said. Warned of what?”

      Tony looked serious. “A murderer. Working under Māui, or he is Māui. No one’s clear on the details yet. This – actually, this might not be the best of times to be hanging around here.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets, frowning. “I mean, you’re safe here, in this place, everyone is, but with everything that’s going on… You might want to do your studies some other time? Not going to tell you what to do, just figured I should warn you.”

      Steffan rubbed at his face. A little red paint came off on his hand, and he surveyed it. Hadn’t done much to keep him safe from Ariki now, had it? “No, yes, you’re right, I’m not very well equipped to deal with this world yet,” he said. “I need to know more… ”

      Tony shrugged. “I don’t know all that much about it, and I’m doing fine,” she said. “Of course, I’m also a mighty mythological seadragon, so.”

      “Oh. Uh. All right then.”

      “Did you know that in some stories taniwha eat people alive?” she added with a wink.

      He paled. She laughed, trying to hide it behind one hand.

      “I’m sorry,” she said through her laughter, “you’re just so alarmed by everything, you’re precious – seriously, what do you think of my friend over there?” She tilted her head. Steffan followed her line of gaze. A woman beautiful as a supermodel looked up and met his eyes. There was a chunk of raw meat on the end of her fork.

      “She’s terrifying and I want to stay as far away from her as humanly possible,” Steffan said.

      “Yeah, that’s wise.” Tony grinned. “Anyway. Stay safe, I guess! I better go look after her, she’s a menace.”

      “Ha, I know what that’s like,” Steff said, and Tony bestowed one final grin upon him before bouncing off to deal with her friend.

      And then he was thinking of Saint, and how he’d perhaps been a little unfair, and… It was odd, but. Back in high school Saint had generally been just about the only person who could get him away from his studying long enough to go to parties or on ridiculous adventures or to introduce him to girls. And he doubted he’d have had half as much fun his first year in uni if Saint hadn’t been there to drag him into trouble. It was just downright strange to be meeting new people and doing new things without Saint by his side, and suddenly Steffan missed him.

      He texted him, but Saint didn’t respond. Huh. Steff wondered what he was doing. He wanted Saint to be there, so that he could apologise for not believing him, so he could see what Saint thought of this place – he’d take to it like a duck to water, Steffan bet, and he would’ve probably taken Tony up on her offer too. Tony’s friend was just the sort of alarming that Saint would take as a challenge. Steff wondered where he was.

      He was bored with his research, suddenly, bored and annoyed, and it was the strangest thing. He would never have thought he’d miss Saint being an asshole and distracting him from scholarly stuff.

      Steffan left with a busy mind and a heavy heart, and the wind walked him home. Curled around his hair and played with the edges of his jacket, and whistled past the bus, and boomed menacingly as his little cable car ground its way from the road up to the house. Wailed softly past the windows as he sat at his limbic computer chair and rested his head in his hands and eventually, accidentally, slept, because the wind was unnerving in a way, but it was still better than silence, and silence, these days, was something he was far too used to.
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      Hinewai had been disdainful when they entered the Hikurangi. “A laughable pretence,” she said. “As though we could have anything even like real forest here in this crowded mess. But it’s comforting. I suppose. In some small foolish way.”

      Which Tony took as praise. It was nice, sitting at a table with Hinewai, just talking about things – though she had to get up and move around fairly often, talking to individual atua about the hunting parties and security measures and all the rest, checking in, keeping things on track.

      But that was almost good. A good distraction. Truthfully, she …she couldn’t sit down at a table for very long without remembering sitting with Whai, what seemed like a lifetime ago. Her heart ached at the thought. So. Distractions. And Hinewai’s mildly ridiculous true-love-quest was as good a distraction as any.

      “Hey!” Tony said, brightening. “I met that guy yesterday. Maybe he could be your true love!”

      In a weird but neat coincidence Saint had just entered. Maaan, Tony thought, wondering. How unlikely was it that he knew about atua too? The odds of that! But he was impossible to mistake: handsome and magnetic, with a swagger to his step and a crook to his smile, his coat flaring around him as he swirled to survey the room.

      “Um,” Hinewai said.

      “What’s up?” Tony asked absentmindedly. She was busy waving, but Saint didn’t see them, sitting in a corner as they were. A lot of the others had left, that cute student guy and even Ariki, who she’d been expecting to hang around heartbrokenly for a lot longer than he did. Atua just didn’t feel things like humans did, she was learning.

      Case in point: Hinewai, at this particular moment, acting all shifty and weird.

      “I have certainly never seen him before!” Hinewai said.

      “Cool, then, he won’t hate you yet,” Tony said. She dropped her hand and gave Saint a thoughtful look. “Wow, he looks even more dashing than he did before.”

      “I certainly wouldn’t know, in the least, as I’ve never seen him before and thus wouldn’t know,” Hinewai said furtively, and Tony, quite used to her weirdness by this point, just frowned a bit and nodded and leapt to her feet.

      “C’mon, let’s go say hi – he’ll get cornered by some jerk otherwise,” and she towed Hinewai over despite the patupaiarehe woman’s startled protests. Honestly. This was what she wanted, so she could at least be a little more enthusiastic.

      They reached Saint before anyone else did, and Saint, for some reason, flinched when he saw Hinewai. Odd behaviour to see from someone so full of smugness and bravado. Tony positioned herself between him and her in order to avoid any confrontation. The mistgirl was a little too inclined to attack strangers if she didn’t like the look of them, though what anyone could find wanting in the look of Saint, Tony didn’t know.

      “I didn’t know you knew about the iwi atua!” Tony said delightedly, seizing his hand and shaking it before he could bow again or something. It was a relief for a normal human to be there; she’d spent too many of the last hours trying to explain basic morality to the atua, some of whom seemed to think it was a sound idea to torture random humans to see if they ‘knew anything’. This world was far from perfect. It was good work, what she was doing, but she was exhausted.

      “I didn’t know you did,” Saint said, tearing his eyes from Hinewai’s face in order to look at her. He looked a little drawn, just at the moment. Otherwise he looked remarkably well, even better than before because he looked much more sure of himself. Which… well. He’d looked plenty sure of himself before, to be honest. This was maybe an excess of surety. “Always so awkward to mention in casual conversation, you know how it is – ‘Nasty weather lately, how about them politics, by the way I’m aware that the city’s host to a thriving population of fairies and goblins hey why are you backing away in an alarmed fashion stop that!’ Not really what you want to open with, when meeting new people.” He shook, his grip warm and steady, and grinned at her cheerfully.

      “Fairies and goblins? Really? You’re really gonna go with that with as a description?” Tony said, not sure whether to be amused or offended and settling for a bit of both.

      Saint looked blank for a second. “I… can’t say I know much about atua etiquette,” he said. He glanced at Hinewai again, like he couldn’t help it.

      Tony frowned. “Something wrong?”

      “I have to admit, it’s a little overwhelming,” Saint said. “I mean, it’s my first time coming here – had a hell of a time finding this place, I mean really, wow – and I expected… ” He paused. “Well. I didn’t expect this many patupaiarehe.”

      “There are two of us,” Hinewai said, speaking for the first time. “In the entire city.”

      “Two too many,” Saint said, savagely, and Tony blinked at him, startled. He must’ve caught the look, because he said, “No, sorry, I’ve – I had a bad experience with one of ’em, that’s all. I don’t even remember who it was, really, just… ” He kneaded his forehead like it hurt him.

      “Oh, man, I so completely know the feeling,” Tony said sympathetically, and then she brightened. “Oh hey – we were gonna go out clubbing or to a bar or something anyway. You can come with us! So you can get used to atua in small doses,” because he had to be even newer to all this than she was, “and you can get to know Hinewai so you’ll know she’s… ” Uh. ‘Not that bad’ wasn’t true at all. “Pretty,” Tony finished lamely.

      Saint glanced around the Hikurangi. “Swell,” he said, “excellent. And then I’ll walk you home in a dashing and chivalrous fashion.”

      “It’s probably a bit out of your way?” Tony said.

      “I’ll call you a taxi in a dashing and chivalrous fashion,” Saint corrected himself, gravely. “Much harder than it sounds!” and she laughed.

      “Yeah, okay, dude, whatever you want, just – come ooon!” He’d thrown another glance at Hinewai, a thoughtful but nervous sort of glance, and she didn’t want him to bail out on this. Even apart from spending time with someone who seemed like the kind of person she would totally love to be friends with, Saint was probably one of the few human guys who was eccentric and nice enough to actually consider dating Hinewai, on the off-chance he felt so inclined. Tony didn’t want to neglect Hinewai’s quest in favour of her own; she would keep her bargain, regardless of how many chumps she had to shove in Hinewai’s way first. “We are overdue for that beverage-snagging.”

      “Oh, well,” Saint said, “if there’s beverages to be snagged, then obviously,” so they left.
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      Hanging out with Tony was fun and all, and Saint was enjoying it, having a nice drink and a chat, but he couldn’t help but wish she’d just hurry up and go home, already. Then he could go burn that sanctuary place of theirs. The Hikurangi sickened him, now that he’d seen it, all those monsters playing at people. He’d burn it to the ground, burn it to ashes, burn it until there was nothing of it left and nowhere for them to hide. And then maybe catch a movie. He felt like popcorn.

      He wished Noah was here. He just wanted to hang out with friends; was that really so much to ask? Tony was good company, at least.

      “You smell of fire,” the fae woman said.

      He paused. Glanced at her, wary. Tony was in the bar’s bathroom at the moment, and Hinewai, completely ignoring all the men (and a few women, and fair enough) staring at her covetously, was leaning forward on her stool, far too close to him for his liking, all jagged shadow eyes and perfect sharp teeth.

      He had to play nice for a while, for Tony’s sake. She seemed like a sweet kid. Actually probably a year or two older than him, but – she was still a sweet kid. He stilled his fingers, which were inclined to tap at the bar restlessly. “Why thank you!” he said, with his sparkliest smile. “I must confess myself a little disappointed, though – this shampoo promised me something more along the lines of rainforest pomegranate, whatever that means.”

      “What are you?” Hinewai said. “You saw me when no one else did. Are you a tohunga?”

      “I have absolutely no idea what that means.”

      “A witch-man, a man of power,” she said impatiently. “Of knowledge. There’s power in you, though not your own, I think. What are you, what are you doing here? Tell me!”

      He leaned back a little, because he couldn’t help it. But he could at least pretend that it wasn’t because he was ridiculously intimidated, so he did pretend that, as best he could, like he was leaning back because he didn’t like the look of her. She reminded him unpleasantly of nightmares. (Buses, and rain, and blood wet-warm on his face, his memory of the whole thing a torn-open hole that hurt when he thought of it.) Could be that same woman, in actual fact, so he said, pleasantly, “Maybe you should try asking nicely, bitch,” and tapped his fingers against the bar again in a restless rhythm, half-threat. His head hurt.

      What she did then was almost a grin, in the way that what sharks and skulls do are grins. “I can make you tell me.” Her hand curled around the flute-thing hanging at her throat. It was strange and shapely and made of bone and Saint’s heart was slamming against his ribs in panic. He was scared in a way that he hadn’t been when he was fighting the maero or the sea-goblins or any of the other things. There, the worst thing that could happen was physical hurt, physical pain – scrapes and slashes, bruises and bites. But this was his mind. If she really had the sort of power with her music that Saint thought she had then she could get into his head, she could twist it and shape it and make him… wrong. She could just wipe his mind completely, of course, or break it. But there were other things she could do; she could plant the seeds to make him a murderer or plant something deep in his brain to wake up at some signal, like hypnosis. She could break him in a thousand tiny subtle ways without him ever noticing. She could run around in the private little corners of his thoughts like they were her playground.

      And then Noah was at his side again, like he’d never left, and his presence comforted Saint far more than he could say. Just standing there beside him, supportive. Saint swallowed. “Just try it,” he said, more gravelly than he intended. His heart was still beating fast, far too fast, and he wanted to plunge his face into icy water, he wanted to curl up in a ball but like hell was he going to let that stop him.

      She cocked her head, her eyes very dark. “You are a fool and a sot, I think,” she said, “and nothing to be afraid of,” and she pulled the flute’s cord over her head, and Saint stood up and splashed his whiskey into her face. She spluttered and stared for a second, and it reminded him of birds of prey when they were wet, their beaks and eyes made ridiculous instead of alarming, all diminished by damp. He threw the glass at her as well, for good measure, but she dodged, dodged far faster than a human could, all lean arms and legs and white hair swaying. People were staring, had been staring since he splashed her. She brought the flute to her mouth, and he made a grab for her hand. He wasn’t quite sure what he was doing, but he was sure that he didn’t want her to play that flute, and equally sure that he didn’t particularly want to set a room full of alcohol ablaze.

      But she seized his hand before it could reach hers, effortless. She gripped tight. Saint had been expecting long sharp claws like every other atua creature ever had, but no, her fingernails were neat and elegant and pretty. That almost made it worse, the normality of it. Because she gripped tight, she gripped his wrist tight enough that his hand went limp and he whimpered without meaning to. He thought he could hear his bones crackling under the skin, could feel them grinding together. She gripped his hand that tightly without the effort even seeming to strain her, and she drew in breath to play –

      Suddenly Tony was in between them, yelling, “What the hell?” and looking entirely terrifying.

      They stood like that for a second anyway, Hinewai still holding the flute and Saint’s wrist, Saint’s other arm in the process of moving – he didn’t know whether he’d been planning to punch her or burn her; either would probably have been a bad idea. Then Hinewai released his wrist and took a neat step back. She smiled at Tony, her head tilted as though in tolerant confusion at the girl’s anger. Tony made a disgusted noise and switched her furious glare to Saint, raising her eyebrows. When he said nothing, she crossed her arms as well, and multiplied the glare by several dozen furnaces. He shifted from foot to foot, uncomfortable. He glanced at Hinewai, who somehow still managed to look glamorous and perfect even with her glamorous perfect white hair dripping alcohol into a small puddle at her feet. He glanced around at all the people who were staring at the two of them wordlessly.

      “… She dissed the All Blacks,” he said.

      An ‘ahhh’ went around the room, and several people nodded, satisfied, as though that was a perfectly reasonable explanation. They went back to their drinks.

      Tony did not seem inclined to nod in satisfaction and go back to her drink. “What the hell,” she said again.

      Saint drew himself up tall. “I do have some patriotic pride, you know,” he said. “Can’t just let a thing like that slide, can I?”

      “Saint,” Tony said, slowly, and oh, damn, her arms were still crossed, argh, how the hell did that manage to be so scary when she was such a tiny wee thing, “I had to explain to Hinewai what money was. There’s no fucking way she’s even heard of the All Blacks! Jeez!”

      Saint widened his eyes at her, and clapped his hand over his heart. “What!” he said, shocked. “Are you saying that the All Blacks aren’t important enough?”

      “I’m saying she’s kind of really stupid about human stuff,” Tony snapped, “and that there’s no way that even slightly makes sense, seriously.” She glanced at Hinewai. “What really happened? You looked like you were about to hurt him.”

      Hinewai looked at the flute in her hand, then tried, guiltily, to hide it behind her back. Saint fought a mad urge to grin.

      “She was,” he agreed. “She most certainly was. Hurting was definitely on the agenda. Before reading the last meeting’s minutes, even.”

      Tony crossed her arms even more. “Hinewai,” she said, dangerously, “were you going to hurt this nice guy that I went to all this trouble to introduce to you to?”

      “No,” said Hinewai hastily. “Of course not. That’s ridiculous. Why would you say that ridiculous thing.”

      Saint stopped even trying not to grin.

      Tony sighed and ran her hand through her hair. “Right. So, what – that’s your idea of being friendly, is it? Snapping people’s wrists?”

      “I’d say it’s more just sort of agonisingly dislocated,” Saint said helpfully.

      “Shut up, Saint,” Tony said, and glared at Hinewai even more, if that was possible. Hinewai looked like a cat who’d caught a mouse, only to discover that this was the sort of scary, dangerous mouse that turned around and bit it right on the nose – in other words, thoroughly confused and a little startled and almost scared.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think.”

      And just like that all Tony’s anger left her, and she was a sweet adorable girl again. She heaved a sigh. “Ugh, you are so annoying,” she said almost gently. “Look, why don’t you go get some air, okay? Come back in when you’re better able to deal with people.”

      Hinewai nodded, and wiped her face with the back of her hand, and went outside. Saint relaxed. He tried to sit on a stool and ended up half-collapsing onto it instead, trying to calm his breathing down. He really fucking hated patupaiarehe.

      “You did well,” Noah said, and Saint smiled at him, a bit tiredly but real.

      “Hey, have you figured out that thing that was bothering you?”

      “Eh?” said Tony, looking confused, and Saint sighed internally. He’d have to hold off the conversation until Tony was gone.

      Which was fine, because now that Hinewai wasn’t right there being all terrifying and argh argh argh, he was a lot more inclined to enjoy himself.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “Your friend’s a little, uh… ”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yep.”

      “Sorry.” Tony patted at his hand sympathetically. “Guess you’re not her,” and she went all Disney, “one true love, then? That’s what she’s searching for.”

      Which was like a sliver of ice down his spine, painful and surprising, the memory: “I don’t think you’re my true love,” the girl on the bus had told him, dismissing him completely, and then her music clawed all memory of it right out of his brain, sloppily enough that splinters of it were left to stab at him whenever he tried to remember. He flinched.

      “Yeah that’s definitely a ‘no’,” Saint said.

      “Fair enough – she’s pretty horrible,” said Tony, looking fond. “I appreciate you trying, though. Really smooth!” she added, condescendingly, and he bristled.

      “Of course it was. Smooth and suave is my middle name. Middle names. Uh. Middle phrase.” He grinned. “… My entire middle phrase is, of course, much more dramatic and eloquent. Presumably it involves rhyming.”

      “‘Ode to Saint-ness’,” Tony said.

      “Actually, I can’t decide whether I’d rather it be a Homeric-style epic or a limerick of some sort. Could you do both?” He scratched his chin. “There once was a guy named Odysseus, who …wanted to get back to his miss-ius… ”

      “Or how about no,” Tony said.

      Saint grinned. “Don’t even hate,” he said. “Uh, hey, I think I could use some fresh air too – do you mind if I vacate for a minute or two?”

      Tony looked startled. “What? But Hinewai’s outside.”

      Saint flinched a little. “Yeah, I… I’ll go out back.”

      “Coolcool. Have fun.”

      “You too! Uh, I’ll stand you this round. To make up for us all deserting you like this.”

      “I think that we are going to be friends,” Tony said solemnly, and she ordered a pricy cocktail. Clever girl.

      Saint had been to this bar a couple of times before, and he knew that there was a little alleyway before the bathroom, open to the air and customarily used for smoking and poorly spelt graffiti. He leaned against the wall and lit a cigarette with fingers that shook only a little.

      “Well that was emotionally trying,” he said, going for ‘lighthearted’ and missing it by a long shot.

      “You’re terrified of them, aren’t you?” Noah said, soft.

      “Yeah,” Saint said, because what was the point of hiding that? “Her particularly. I think. I don’t know, I don’t… ” He rubbed at his face with one hand. “I don’t remember, not really.”

      “They are cruel,” Noah said, “and have used you ill.”

      Saint glanced at him. The ghost’s eyes were wide and serious, but Saint didn’t see anything like the condemnation that had been there when Saint so miserably failed at fighting the patupaiarehe guy in the suit. Or anything like pity, either.

      “I haven’t exactly been handling it like a champion, let’s be honest here,” Saint said, and he stubbed the cigarette out on the wall despite the fact that he’d barely started on it. “Less lovably fearless, more… endearingly fearful. Charmingly burdened by emotional issues! Handsomely terrible at life.”

      Noah tilted his head. “I can think of no one I would rather choose.”

      “Ugh. Didn’t mean to fish for sympathy, sorry.” He sighed. “Trauma makes me all contemplative, I guess.”

      “It would affect anyone so,” Noah said quietly. “You are not to be blamed.” He paused. “You’ve… you have been manipulated.”

      Saint frowned at him. Noah looked… worried. “Hey, hey, don’t fret, pet,” he said, and then laughed a bit at the rhyme. “I’m fine. Honestly.”

      “That is not entirely what concerns me,” Noah said, and he sighed. “Saint, I think we should stop.”

      “Fine with me,” Saint said, glad of that. Conversations about actual emotions? More like wow no. He felt safe with Noah, more or less, but being vulnerable in front of anyone still made him deeply uneasy.

      “Really? I –”

      “So hey, what do you think of Tony?”

      “She seems nice enough,” Noah said, looking a little wary. “I’m glad you’re making friends with her; it’ll be good for you to have friends in the atua community.”

      Saint winced. “Hey, come on – just because she’s chummy with Madame Mindfucker doesn’t mean that she’s a close-knit part of the community, let’s not generalise here. That’s like saying you are, just because you’re a wairua or whatever.”

      “I’m rather more and rather less than that,” Noah said. “That was just the simplest way to explain it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. But you get my point.” Saint clicked his fingers to make a spark of fire leap up and dance in the air, just for a second. The sky was clear at the moment, and the stars burned cold and bright.

      “I am glad you’re getting to know her,” Noah said. It sounded sort of stilted and awkward. Saint raised an eyebrow at him. “Truly!” Noah protested, though he still sounded less than convincing. “I, I’m glad your life is back on track to the extent where you’re comfortable pursuing, ah, romantic, um –”

      Saint laughed out loud. It felt good to laugh. “I don’t want to date her, pet. Or fuck her, either. ’S not that kind of liking. Either of those kinds.”

      “Oh!” Noah said. “Good. I mean, uh – truly? You don’t seem the kind of person to spurn any opportunity, based on what I’ve seen of you.”

      “Mm, true,” Saint allowed. He paused. Considered. “… Yeah, true.” He rolled his shoulders and let out an exaggerated sigh. “But what can you do? When you don’t like someone, you don’t. And when you do, you do. That’s really all there is to it.” He stared intensely into his companion’s eyes. “Can’t do much about it. It’s destiny.” He leaned closer. “… Hormones. Whichever.”

      “Rather fatalistic for a rule-breaker,” Noah said curiously.

      Saint shrugged. “To be honest,” he said, leaning away enough to gesture with one hand now that he was warming to his topic, “I can like most anyone? I like people because they’re pretty, or interesting, or both. I tend to date girls mainly, though, just because it’s… I don’t know. Easier? You get less weird looks. And when you like a girl it’s a lot more likely, statistically, that she’ll like you back.” He shrugged again, holding up both hands like he was measuring something. “Most girls like guys. I’m a guy. It’s easy.”

      “Easy is not something romance was ever described as when I was alive,” Noah said, looking amused.

      “Well, yeah, I mean, even nowadays it’s far from perfect.” Saint shot him a glance. “Sometimes when I flirt with guys they don’t even realise that I’m hitting on them. Even when I’m really obvious about it. It can be kind of a pain.”

      “You’re handsome and charming,” Noah said reassuringly, “I’m sure you’d never have any real trouble.”

      Saint gave up.

      “I’m gonna go talk to Tony some more,” he said. “You can just sort of – hang around the bar, I guess. Observe the aioli. Try and guess what’s in the mystery shots. A spirit looking at spirits! Gods I’m good.”

      He turned to enter the bar, and found Hinewai standing in the doorway.

      “Holy mother of fuck,” Saint said, strangled, and he took half a pace back. His legs felt wobbly, like they couldn’t support him. Burn her, burn her, a voice whispered in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t, not yet. Tony would never understand.

      Hinewai tilted her head. “Interesting,” she said. “So it is you.”

      “Who’s me?” Saint said, stepping back. Oh. He danced a fireball in his hand, held it high in readiness. “Don’t tell Tony,” he said, warning, “don’t you dare,” and Hinewai laughed, a mirthless laugh with her head flung back to show the sharp of her teeth, the curve of her neck.

      “You think to threaten me, foolish mortal thing?” she said.

      “Yup,” Saint said, fighting to keep his tone light, fighting not to show any of the terror that still boiled in his stomach at the sight of those black eyes, the sound of that lilting voice, soft and cold as death. “How are you even friends, anyway? I mean, come on. You’ve gotta be manipulating her somehow, right?”

      Hinewai grinned like it was a challenge. “Not now,” she said, and she gave what was almost a mocking bow: “And the little I did is nothing compared to what Māui is doing to his fool of a pawn, in any case.”

      “Māui?” Saint said blankly, but just then Tony called to the both of them from inside, and the terror of that moment – standing with his fire scorching the air and the stars shining cold and Hinewai meeting his gaze mocking and fearless – was broken.

      Next thing he knew he and Tony were sitting at the bar, drinking, chatting about some nonsense or other, Noah smiling long-sufferingly at his side and Hinewai, for the moment, in time-out outside. Saint couldn’t get her out of his head, even so.

      “– so I mean,” Tony said conversationally, “I guess you could say she’s a strong female character, and she is, really, I just wish that more strong female characters wore pants. Or at least skirts that you can kick butt in, y’know?”

      Saint said, “Stop hanging out with Hinewai. All the iwi atua. They’ll break you.”

      He hadn’t meant to say it without some kind of comforting build-up, and indeed that had been a mistake. The smile slipped from Tony’s face like it had never been there, leaving her looking fretful and sad. He felt horrible. It was like yelling at a puppy. It was like yelling at a puppy and then promising it tickets to a concert that it really really wanted to go to, before declaring ‘haha, nope’ and putting the tickets through a shredder.

      “Uhh,” Tony said. “That’s – kind of impossible, Saint. I’m… ” She looked sad for a moment. “I’m kind of entwined with all of that now. It’s way too late to go back, if I ever could. And there are things I need to do.”

      “There’s always options – isn’t that what people say?” he said, trying to cheer her up. “A door closes and Seizing The Day knocks at another one, or whatever.”

      Tony just frowned and said nothing.

      Saint sighed and gave up on that as well. “Hey, uh, let’s have more liquor! Liquor always works.”

      “Whai liked liquor,” Tony said, biting her lip.

      “So did my mum on a bad day, you don’t hear me complaining about it,” Saint said. “Come on, moping while you’re out on the town is utterly counter-productive. It is the worst. It leaves a foul taste in the mouth, not unlike this cheap beer.” Tony was laughing at him now, so that was something. “This beer,” he went on, “may actually be the foulest thing ever invented, seriously. If you took a vulture, drowned it in crude petroleum, resurrected it with unholy arts and then –”

      “Do I want to hear the end of that metaphor?” said Tony.

      “No,” Noah told her, “his metaphors never make sense.”

      “– and then,” Saint said, ignoring both of them, easier in Noah’s case since of course Tony didn’t notice him in the slightest, “made it prepare you, er. What’s something unpleasant?”

      “Your metaphors?”

      “Something unpleasant that’s edible. Also, if my metaphors were edible they would be the equivalent of fluffy, delicious cupcakes. Cupcakes with sprinkles. And jam in the middle. And little hearts drawn on them with pink icing.”

      “Oh, God, he’s making meta-metaphors now. We’re doomed,” Tony remarked to the world at large.

      “I did warn you,” Noah said.

      “Um,” said Tony, “um, gross foody thing.” She clicked her fingers. “Avocado!”

      “Really?” said Saint, delighted and diverted. It was fun to find out small details about a person; then you could piece those little things together into a rough picture of who they really were. It wouldn’t work for him, of course, because you couldn’t piece together an idea of someone from small details like ‘rolls cans down hills’ or ‘is rubbish at impersonating Jack Sparrow’. “You don’t like avocado?”

      “It’s healthy and all,” Tony said, sourly, “but urghh. Slimy gunky hell-fruit.” She gestured. “It gets all over your hands. And knives are too big to eat it with! And teaspoons aren’t big enough!”

      “Bobby pins can fill in for cutlery in a pinch, if you don’t mind being stared at,” said Saint, who didn’t mind being stared at. “Also, bonus, they’re good for picking locks. I’m pretty good at picking locks,” he added. Not as a boast or anything. Okay, yes, as a boast.

      “Oh no!” Tony said. She clapped her hands to her face and widened her eyes. “Does that mean you’ve got criminal inclinations? The world is doomed. You would be the most fiendish burglar ever.”

      “I know, right?”

      She continued, her grin bubbling up to the surface. “Pausing to take a selfie and post it on Instagram as you break in –”

      “Oi!” Saint said indignantly. He let a beat pass. “A responsible burglar uses Pinterest.”

      Noah said, “Listening to you two talk is making me mourn all that time wasted learning your language.”

      Saint stuck his tongue out at him. “That jukebox was annoying me,” he explained to Tony very seriously, with a wave at the jukebox which was, indeed, in that same sort of area as Noah, “I hate people having jukeboxes that don’t work, it’s like a broken promise or something. Tragic, it really is. Makes one weep.”

      “You don’t look like you’re weeping – you’re just smirking charmingly,” Tony said. He shook his fist at the jukebox, just sitting there all complacent and mocking, the bastard, and Tony laughed and rolled her eyes. “Dude, if it bothers you that much don’t just sit there, do something about it.”

      He knew that she probably meant he should go ask the bartender to play some music or something, but that was the boring man’s way. Instead Saint grinned at her.

      “Hey,” he said. “Hey Tony. Hey. Wanna go commit karaoke?”

      She brightened at once. “Okay! That sounds pretty great.”
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      Hinewai was a hunter, first and foremost.

      Which wasn’t entirely rare for her people; they were weavers, true, they were singers, but both those things tied into hunting, in the end. Weaving nets and singing wary prey off the trails and into eager arms. Hinewai was a hunter, and right now she was tugging at her bonds because oh did she want to kill.

      It was storming, a little, rain falling hard and winds swirling. Tāwhiri. He was her father, on some level, as she was the light rains, but she couldn’t feel his presence in this storm, hadn’t been able to for years and years, generations. Not since the Pākehā came and burned the forests to the ground and built ugly things of metal and concrete in their place.

      Hinewai could end it.

      It would be so painfully simple. To find true love, she’d told Tony, and that was true, to an extent, but she had a greater purpose in coming here – or claimed to herself that she did, lied to herself that it was her true purpose so she could come commit her folly, but that mattered little. It wasn’t the reason she was here, but it was a reason, certainly. To see what these cities were like. To see if patupaiarehe could live within them, live within this new world that was all straight lines and strict corners, no grey mist for them to hide in – well, there were mists, still, and that was something. To see if they could manage some sort of life here, anyway, live with the humans and their machines and scrape together soul enough to do so without dying, because safe in their mountains the patupaiarehe were dying a slow death as the world moved on without them. So she’d come down from the mountains to the wind city to see if they could live in it.

      They couldn’t, of course, she saw that now. But if they couldn’t then the humans shouldn’t, either, those stupid prideful creatures that ruined everything without even thinking twice. She could call down her people, she could summon them; if they came en masse they could slaughter the more foolish and unsuspecting of the humans and conquer the rest, it’d be so easy –

      Hinewai ground her teeth and paced, restless and ill at ease, and then Tony was beside her, looking guilty, her hair curling with wet.

      “Oh man, I’m sorry, I so completely neglected you,” she said. “Did you have any luck? Finding your true love?”

      Hinewai shook her head. “I fear not,” she said. “Not today.” He’d been right there, the one that Tony was hunting, the foolish laughing man that smelled of fire and had blood on his hands. He’d been right there and it would be so easy – but Tony didn’t want Hinewai to hurt anyone again, and Hinewai didn’t know right from wrong like Tony did. She could barely even understand the concept.

      Tony rested a hand on her arm. “That must be really rough,” she said, and then frowned severely. “But seriously! No mindcontrolly music antics, okay? It’s a super bad thing to do!”

      Hinewai twitched her shoulders in a shrug. “If you say so.”

      Tony bit her lip and gave her the big anxious eyes again. “C’mon, you could at least sound a little more enthusiastic. I know your mind doesn’t work the same way as humans’ minds do, and you don’t value the same things or see the world in the same way, and that’s totally fine! But not when it hurts other people. So could you just take this on faith for me? Even if you don’t understand. Just – don’t hurt people, for my sake, maybe?” Even as she said it she looked a little dubious. “Wait, that’s really pretentious. But. Still?”

      It’d be so easy to play a summoning-song and call her people here, call them to war, flood these streets with mist so she could stalk the streets as a hunter. Hinewai thought, a little wistfully, of how it’d feel to have warm blood on her cold hands again. Paint the town red.

      She restrained herself, like she always did. “I’m already doing that,” she said, helplessly, because Tony just didn’t seem to understand sometimes.

      “Yeah, wow. Attacking some random dude you just met, in the middle of a crowded bar, for no actual reason – you are the model of restraint!” Tony said, and clapped a bit.

      Hinewai blinked in surprise at this, then bowed deep, pleased at the acknowledgement. Considering their differences, it was uncanny how well they’d come to understand each other.

      She should probably mention something.

      “Tony,” Hinewai said slowly. “Saint is… ”

      Tony groaned. “Not even remotely compatible with you, I know,” she said. “Ugh, I’m sorry, I’m doing such a terrible job of this. We’re gonna go do karaoke? You can come if you want – I mean, I don’t think either of you want to be in the same room as each other, but you can hang out outside. There’s bound to be someone who’ll interest you.”

      Hinewai regarded her. “This is what you want?”

      “Yes!”

      “Very well then,” Hinewai said, and followed where she led. She didn’t understand at all, but for whatever reason, Tony seemed to like the man. And if she liked him, she wouldn’t want to know how wretched he was truly. So. Hinewai kept her silence. It was worth it for Tony to still be smiling.
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      Saint stood outside the Hikurangi, wondering how exactly he was supposed to burn it down without burning down the library with it. He was pretty sure burning down the library would be bad.

      At least he knew Tony was safe; she’d gone off somewhere to do something after they’d done karaoke. Exactly what she was doing he was kind of vague about, but so long as it involved not being in the Hikurangi, he supported it. He could hardly have burned down the café if there was a human still inside.

      “Saint?” Noah said. There was a wariness about him. “What are you doing here, exactly?”

      “Mm?” he said absentmindedly, kicking at one palm-shaped pillar and then grimacing. It hurt. Obviously. Actually, he should probably have seen that coming. Foot + solid surface = mild to medium amounts of pain. Good to know. “Oh. Just, y’know, dithering… ” He’d thought that the days of Noah sternly disapproving of him wasting time were done, but it seemed not. “With purpose,” Saint assured him hastily. “Dithering with purpose and forethought. I’m downright malicious.”

      Noah blinked at him. “Good to know?”

      “C’mon, partner, wouldn’t kill you to have a little faith in me,” Saint said. “… I mean for more than just the obvious reason.”

      Noah laughed. Noah had a belly laugh, a deep real rumble of a laugh, and Saint liked it. “There’s this thing I’ve heard of that I don’t think you have,” he said. “‘Tact’?”

      “It’s something that ships do, right?” Saint said, widening his eyes all guileless-like.

      Noah chuckled. “You’ll have to be a good deal more charming than that if you want to make any friends amongst the atua aside from that Tony girl.”

      “Not exactly in this to make friends, handsome present company excepted,” Saint said. No, he was in this to save people, he reminded himself. He had to focus.

      “I mean, they’ll probably still try to kill you,” Noah continued.

      “Well yeah, we knew that.” Saint tilted his head to one side. Squinted. He could see the Hikurangi there, spells woven into realness, tree and green and coffee brewing, and he could see the library as well, closed right now, books resting quiet on the shelves. Library and monsterplace both at once, because it was both things at once, of course. Maybe he could separate them somehow? Get the Hikurangi into a layer all on its lonesome? “But they won’t be very strong or coordinated once we’ve done this – I know, I know, it’s all terribly important.” He brushed off his cuffs, completely unnecessarily, and flipped his sleeves and held out his hands in readiness. If he closed one eye… yeah, there, easy – two realities smushed together and they bled into each other a lot but he could burn one with minimal harm to the other, he was pretty sure. Ninety percent sure. Okay, maybe eighty. “Okay! Gonna set the world on fire, shine brighter than the sun, et cetera, oooooon three. Three, two –”

      A shiver of ice in his shoulder. “No, don’t,” Noah said urgently, and Saint stopped and looked at him instead of the Hikurangi. It was strange, for a second, jarring; he’d never looked at Noah the way he looked at other things, trying to see the whole of him, and Noah was just a confusing blur of images and ideas too big for Saint’s brain to fit. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them and shook his head to clear it, and Noah was himself again, staring at Saint in concern.

      Saint frowned. “What’s got your bees all in a bonnet, pet?”

      “I’m sorry, I thought I’d told you before,” Noah said, cocking his head. “We have to stop.”

      Saint gaped at him, uncomprehending. “What?” he managed to say. “… Seriously. What?” He struggled for words that’d describe his confusion and the way it felt like the earth had given way under his feet. He was meant to be good at words, but that was still all he could come up with. “… What?”

      Noah bit his lip. “I knew you were taking this too well,” he muttered. “I, I don’t understand you, sometimes, not entirely, I thought – when we were talking outside the bar, I thought you understood. We need to stop, Saint.”

      Saint made himself grin. It was a bright, false thing, and it felt wrong on his face. “Why?”

      Noah moved to stand in front of him, arms spread out, emphatic. “There’s nothing we can do,” he said, and then heaved a sigh, obviously frustrated. His body language had gotten so much better, Saint noted distantly.

      Saint held up one hand and made talking motions with it. “Explain,” he said.

      “I wanted to kill the atua for the threat they pose to humanity, because – because it was my… because I needed to, because, I… But that city spirit – it was weak and unimportant but, Saint, if there can be new spirits that means we can’t stop, we can’t ever stop; there’s no end to this until you’ve burned the whole world down! I thought, I thought atua would be small and isolated in the city, easy to fight, but – the city’s growing. If there’s a Cuba Street spirit there’ll be one for every landmark and street this place has and there’ll be building spirits, hakuturi shaped like pigeons and rats… ” He’d been growing increasingly frantic, so impassioned that he could almost be properly seen: a tall man with his handsome face flushed with vigour and his strong arms spread wide as he spoke, chest bare beneath his pendants and cloak, strands of hair falling loose from his topknot to frame his face, betraying his agitation. “City atua, fae of concrete and cars and streetlights and – there’s no end to it, do you see? There’s nothing we can do!”

      Saint looked at him.

      Not him, too? First Steff and now –

      He tried to cut himself off before he could finish that line of thought, because he didn’t like anywhere it was likely to lead. Betrayal iced through his veins all the same, desertion, gut-wrenching in its familiarity.

      Because it wasn’t just Steff, was it? It was everyone, his whole damn life, it was – he’d never had any trouble making friends, but keeping them, yeah, that was hard, being close to anyone. For the better part of his childhood and teenage years he hadn’t seen the point. Then he’d tried to make himself set his doubts aside and trust people, really truly trust them, ignore the nagging voice that whispered theydon’tcarethey’renotsafegetawaygetawaygetaway, and what, exactly, had that brought him lately?

      Weeks of willingly cohabitating with a carnivorous psychopath because Saint told himself his doubts were ridiculous, and a best friend who cared more about books than he did people, and now –

      Now –

      “Yeah, no,” Saint said, and his voice was sharp and mocking and sounded like a stranger’s. “Think I might have to disregard your oh-so-wise counsel just this once, ghost boy. Unlike you I’m not actually petrified of me dying – I mean it’s not a delightful notion, but it doesn’t paralyse me with dread, either, and I’m not going to let it stop me from helping people. Because I am in this to help people! Unlike some people I could name.” He smiled, sparkly and charming. “Māui.”

      Noah faded in his shock, was almost completely gone for a moment; when he came back he looked shuddery and startled, still. “That’s – that’s not –” he said, and Saint just smirked at him as infuriatingly as he knew how to, and Noah didn’t bother protesting any more.

      Instead he said, “How did you know?” He sounded emptier than he had a moment before. Hollow. Saint knew how that felt.

      Saint laughed. It sounded more bitter than he’d meant it to. “Well, Hinewai mentioned you,” he said. “And before that I heard people talking in the Hikurangi. I’d always had suspicions, really, but I told myself they were ridiculous. Very sad to look back on. ‘Come now, self,’ I scoffed, ‘surely you don’t distrust this marvellous new friend of yours. Do you seriously think he’s manipulating you? Come now, that’s paranoia at its finest… ’” He shook his head with exaggerated sadness. “Eating those words now, gotta say. Now that I’ve connected a few dots. You’re infamous, you are. Māui.”

      “I’m not Māui,” Noah said. “Not really. Not any more. I’m not even what’s left of him, not even that – I’m, I’m an echo, I’m a footprint.” He kneaded his forehead with his palm, grimacing. “I don’t, I barely remember –”

      There was something pathetic about him, fragmented. “You’re much more articulate than most footprints I’ve met,” Saint said, sticking his hands in his pockets. “They tend to just sit there and look sorta earthy and disrupted, in my experience.”

      Noah gave him a pleading look. “Saint, please – that’s not who I am any more. I wish it was, but it’s not.”

      Saint looked at him. Really looked at him, properly.

      It hurt his head a little, trying to fit in his head all that Noah was and all he once had been; the had-beens were much more terrifying, swirled conflicting memories of breathing in salt water and then breathing in smoke and living again, of tricks and mischief, stealing faces, breaking rules, standing firm against the tug of a fish the size of an island on the other end of the line. And then last of all – and a humiliated memory, this, on Noah’s part at least, if not the man he’d once been – a memory of light glinting on obsidian, of dying, dying in shame and failure on his greatest, grandest trick, stopping death itself. Failing, of course, but failing just because of a friend laughing at the wrong time, and how horrible that must’ve been, knowing how close he’d come to success as the obsidian teeth crushed him. And instead of ensuring the immortality of all mankind, being the first man to die.

      That was what was driving Noah at the moment – all that guilt. Saint wondered if he even knew.

      Saint shook his head to clear it – it was harder to look at the trueness of Noah than most things. He kept on swirling, changing, a voice on the wind. Saint just looked at him, instead – normal-looked. Stood there and regarded him and didn’t smile.

      Noah looked back at him, wary and guarded. A wall had risen behind his eyes, and he looked cold, distant. Saint wondered whether this was the mask or whether the old Noah had been a mask or whether there was anything but masks, really. Was there anything underneath? “All right,” Noah said slowly, half-raising his hands. “All right. So you know who I was. What of it? Why are you looking at me like that? It wasn’t exactly a secret, Saint. I would’ve told you, if you asked.”

      “Yes, that’s true,” Saint agreed. “I can’t refute that. It’s not like I ever asked who you were and you lied… ” He clicked his fingers, grinned bright and phony. “Except wait! You did!”

      “When we first met! I needed you to trust me! I didn’t even know you yet. I would’ve told you, later, I can tell you now –”

      “I know everything about you I need to know,” Saint said, holding out his hands in front of him, fire flickering at his fingertips. “I saw right to the heart of you. Stand aside and let me burn this place down, already, I wanna see that new Avengers movie. Jaffas wait for no man.”

      Noah looked down at himself, as if he hadn’t realised he was standing in Saint’s way. He didn’t move, though. “Saint,” he said, urgent. “Listen to me. That really isn’t a good idea any more. Didn’t you hear me? There’s no end to this, our plans aren’t worth this –”

      “Coward!” Saint said, and Noah blinked at him. “Let me repeat my previous, delightfully dramatic statement again, for your listening pleasure: I. Saw right. To the heart of you. Gods alone know why you dragged me into all of this –” He was terrified of that, when he let himself think about it. Fool of a pawn, the girl had said. “But I’m starting to think that you’re in this for rather less than selfless reasons. No wonder you’re so easily stopped – you’re doing this out of some kind of weird misplaced guilt, or whatever the fuck. But me? I’m actually in this to save the fucking human race, thanks very much, so if you’ll kindly stand aside so I can do that –”

      “That’s your problem, isn’t it?” Noah said abruptly. “You see the truth, you see straight past all the lies and conventions to how things really are but you don’t know what to do with it.”

      Saint lowered his hands, not entirely voluntarily, because … Yeah, he couldn’t really deny that. There was entirely too much truth in that. He was always so loud and scornful about how utterly rubbish the world was, sticking people in boxes, school and then uni and then nine-to-five jobs and then retirement homes and then death and never once did they ever get to live – but he didn’t do a damn thing about it, he just drifted along and –

      He was doing something now, wasn’t he? This, this right here, this was worth something.

      “Saint,” Noah said, and he flickered closer – in his agitation he was a little more formless than usual, blurred at the edges. “There’s nothing wrong with that, not exactly, it’s why I chose you – well, also because there’s just… There’s something about you, an energy, I could tell that from the first moment I saw you.”

      He looked earnest, but Saint frowned, thinking. “When was the first time you saw me, anyway?” he said. “I never asked. Can’t have been when I first saw you, because you already had your plans by that point. So when?”

      Noah frowned as well. “On the bus,” he said. “You had your window open, so I was there. I saw the patupaiarehe girl, and that was a shock. I didn’t know any of them were in my city, I – I don’t know much of… And you were there, an innocent, and she hurt you. Easily. It was pathetic.” He nodded to himself. “That’s when I knew they all had to die. So humans wouldn’t. It is important.”

      Saint blinked. That made less than no sense. “Eh?” he said. “That was one incident and you just decided…? And then why would you choose me to help with your little vendetta, if you’d seen me being so ‘pathetic’ –”

      “You needed my help!” Noah roared. It was like the roar of thunder, deep and furious.

      “Like hell!” Saint yelled back. He ran his hand over his face and laughed, incredulous. “The atua, I heard them talking about Māui and his pawn – well, they didn’t know much, not many met us and lived to tell tales about it.” He could be proud of that, at least. “Some people thought it was Māui in the flesh, some people thought the spirit of Māui – that’s you, chum – was possessing a human, but most people figured he was… You chose me because you thought I could be a pawn?” His voice was louder than he’d meant it to be. “So you saw me and decided I was pathetic, basically. Wow! Okay then, good to know! I –”

      “Saint, this is bigger than either of us,” Noah said. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper, it’s just… this is important. Saint. Please?”

      Noah was a prouder man even than Saint, and here he was pleading. Saint’s thoughts twitched in restless repetition, back and forth, back and forth, like a clock caught in one position with its hands shuddering, back and forth, back and forth and nothing made sense.

      “Why ‘Noah’, anyway?” he said, to make time. “I mean, out of all the names you could’ve chosen… ”

      “I told you, it’s the nearest thing to my old name I could think of, my old self,” he said. “Noa. It’s… it’s a complicated concept, but it’s. Well. It’s an absence of sacredness, sort of? But that can be a good thing sometimes, that’s a thing you need sometimes. It’s what we do, you and I – it’s breaking the rules.”

      Trying to seem all chummy, reminding Saint of what great friends they were and what they had in common, manipulating him like he’d been manipulating him this whole fucking time. Saint couldn’t remember a time he’d been more angry. “Hate to break this to you, pet,” he drawled, “but you’re not a rule-breaker, not any more. Let’s be honest here – you can’t do anything much except flap curtains at people menacingly. Isn’t that what you needed me for? You’re useless on your own!”

      Noah met his eyes, as best he could. “Oh yes?” he said, evenly, and a sudden wind rose up around them, tugged annoyingly at Saint’s coat, stirred his hair. Then stronger, stinging his face, flinging small bits of stone and such so he had to half-raise his arm to shield his eyes. Then stronger, pushing him back a step no matter how he braced himself.

      Saint didn’t do anything. He wasn’t particularly eager to fight a friend, even one who’d stabbed him in the – no, he wouldn’t go down that road, Noah was a friend, he was a friend still, they’d fought monsters together, they’d sniped and laughed and they were friends so why was Noah doing this…

      But Saint couldn’t back down, not now.

      “Yup,” Saint said, raw and uneven. The wind dropped down then faded. Rain fell, quietly.

      “Stop this,” Noah said, anguished. “Stop this, you idiot. You might still have time to get out of this alive with no more blood on your hands than you can stand!” And – okay that was actually sort of an odd line of argument to take, given that monster-blood wasn’t terribly troubling to the conscience.

      Still. Noah’s emotion was real, that much was obvious. He … Yeah. Maybe he should let Noah explain this all a bit better, see what he meant by that, get things sorted out.

      On the other hand –

      Saint’s thoughts raced.

      He drummed his fingers restless against one thigh. His wrist throbbed still from where Hinewai had gripped it; he’d looked, later, seen ugly bruises blossoming there.

      Right back at the start of all this, Hinewai had carved her way carelessly into his mind just to make it more to her liking. The taste of blood and terror rose sickening in the back of his throat just from thinking about it. It was the worst thing that had ever happened to him.

      Well. Saint thought of other bruises, of earlier years, hunger and anxiety his constant companions, never going away, not really. Not the worst thing, maybe.

      But this –

      Noah lying to him, using him. Was that any different from what Hinewai had done? Twisting his mind around without thinking twice about it.

      His instincts were jangling with unease, and this time he wasn’t going to ignore them.

      Noah was still standing there waiting, and Saint waved at him impatiently. “I said move aside. Jeez, are you deaf or something?” and Noah made a disgusted noise at the back of his throat and snapped, “Fine!” and walked into the wind, the outline of him dispersing in wind flurries that swirled leaves and rubbish around and then settled, showing no sign of which way he’d gone.

      Saint stared after him for a second, because he couldn’t help it. Only a second, though. Surely. Not more than a few.

      Then he squinted, and sighted, and with precision he was rather proud of burned the Hikurangi clean away, burnt it to the ground. There was a trick to it; he had to sort of channel the flame through a sideways gap between two pillars, which, if you were looking at it in the real world, just made it look like the flames vanished into nothing when actually they flared straight into the rich green falseness that was the monsters’ stronghold. He burnt it until there was nothing left except the thick smell of burnt vegetation, and fainter, but still present, the smell of burnt meat. There hadn’t even been time for anyone to scream.

      Saint dusted off his hands and grinned.

      “You,” someone said, and he whipped around and lifted his hands again, defensively, because it was the patupaiarehe man, the one he’d met before, the one with long golden-red hair tied back in a ponytail, the one with blank blue eyes and a spear in his hand.

      Not this time, though. This time he wasn’t carrying any kind of weapon at all; he seemed to be trying to pass as human, which was stupid. He was stupid. Saint was stupid to ever have been scared of him or any of his stupid proud race.

      “Me,” he said, with a half-bow and a flourish, and then, generously, “No, no, I quite understand you being struck speechless. Better men than you have tried and failed to muster words in my presence.”

      “You,” Ariki hissed again. “So it is you. I knew something was wrong in you! You’re Māui’s puppet, you’re the human who’s been killing everyone. You – you destroyed the Hikurangi… ” He stared at it for a second, pale eyes wide with sickened shock, and then his head jerked back to focus on Saint, too fast, inhuman. “You’re the one who killed Whai,” he said, as if this was a lot more important. “Whai and the last of his kin. He was mine.”

      “Bet he didn’t give a damn about you,” Saint said, just to be a dick, but Ariki screamed at him, all anguish and defiance. Apparently it was true.

      “I’ll kill you,” he snarled, his lilting voice making it sound like a song, “I’ll drown you – he would’ve liked that,” and he ran at Saint, but Saint wasn’t going to cower in terror any more.

      He stood his ground, stood square, because this was his city too and he had a right to be here and he could stand strong on his own – that, at least, he had always been pretty good at. He stood his ground and Ariki lashed out at his face too quickly for him to stop it, dug scratches into his cheek, but Saint knocked his hand aside and punched him in the stomach, hard, then lashed out with a kick which connected quite satisfyingly with a bony shin. Ariki yelped, undignified, and fell forward; Saint smirked a bit and then Ariki’s hands were around his neck, squeezing tight.

      Saint gagged, scrabbling desperately at those slender rain-slicked fingers, trying to pry them free, but the fae man’s grip was firm and unyielding as stone and he was far too close for Saint to burn him without injuring himself. He gasped for breath and didn’t find it. Breath, hau, it’s the life of me leaving, he thought, a little nonsensically. Black spots were swarming at the corners of his vision.

      Well, playing with fire hadn’t burnt him yet. Worth a shot.

      Saint curled his hands around Ariki’s and sent out fire as hot and scorching as he could make it. He flinched at the heat of it against his face but it was worth it because Ariki didn’t just flinch, he screamed, high and shrill like wind wailing, and he staggered back holding his arms close to his chest and keening in pain like an animal. The sleeves of his suit jacket had been burnt away and there were ugly burns nearly to his shoulders, raw and red against his otherwise perfectly smooth skin. And he was bleeding, too – maybe that was what fire did to these things, made them bleed like they’d been cut. Pale red blood streamed down his arms and formed pools on the pavement, and was further watered down by the rain, and when Saint had stopped looking at it in mild interest – they had thinner blood? Maybe there was less iron in it or something? – Ariki himself was long gone.

      Well. He’d be pretty useless now, with his hands like that, and of course with the blow to his morale that had come of losing first a frenemy (or something?) and then the only safe place the atua had in the city.

      “Because it was the only safe place left,” Saint said softly, into the rain; it seemed the dramatic thing to do. “Nowhere’s safe now, not for any of you. I will hunt you down like the animals you god my throat hurts, ow.”

      He coughed and massaged it; it was badly bruised, from the feel of it, but unburnt. The miracles of magic.

      He wasn’t particularly keen on dashing off to do more fighting right this second, though. That was enough heroics for now. At the very least, he’d earned a drink. Maaan could he use a drink.

      He didn’t have enough cash for more than a pint or two, but what did that matter? If worst came to worst, he could always steal, but – he was better than that, he could have so much more fun than that. He could just swagger into the nearest bar and captivate them from his first word, spin stories that had the whole bar laughing so they’d be lining up to buy him a drink. Lovably fearless. He could do just about everything, and he had never felt so… swell? Excellent? Grand?

      Something superlative, anyway, some word that meant being on top of the world. Because right now ‘great’ and ‘Saint’ were very nearly synonyms. He was on the right track at last.
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      They had about given up on finding her true love that day, and Hinewai was back in her normal clothes. She couldn’t see much difference between these and the ones Tony had picked out. Modern human fashions baffled her. Without feathers or other markers to tell of one’s place in the world what was the point of it all? Now she was trailing behind Tony through the dusk as she dealt with taniwha business.

      “We need to find the city atua,” Tony explained. “The ones that come from here, I mean. The Hikurangi’s protection is for everyone, not just those who had to flee because the forests are gone.” She frowned.

      “Where do you intend to start?” Hinewai said. She knew little of these city atua and cared even less; they could all die in flames and she would care not at all, but Tony cared.

      “That scholar guy who very definitely didn’t want to date you, he said something about someone called Cuba. So Cuba Street’s where I’ll start.” She looked thoughtful. “I would’ve checked by the waterfront, otherwise, maybe there’d be dock atua. Or on buses.”

      “Buses are very dull,” Hinewai said, thinking of the man Saint as she’d first seen him, foolish and weak and detestable, and thinking of how she’d seen him last, spitting with fury; he was strong now – there was fire in him, and it made her deeply uneasy, and it made her want to quench him out. Strong he was, certainly, but he was still foolish, still detestable. That much hadn’t changed. But Tony cared, Tony cared and cared and cared. Damn her caring.

      “Cuba Street’s nice, though – I went there to get those clothes that… made absolutely no difference to your quest at all I’m really sorry,” Tony said, all in a rush.

      “I appreciate the effort, all the same,” Hinewai said, and Tony looked pleased.

      They walked up a street that Hinewai found dull as she found all of this place dull, the street’s centre section paved over with stones and busy with night crowds instead of cars. Tony was frowning again.

      “For someone who’s pretty damn atua,” she said, rubbing at her eyes, “I’m sure not all that great at seeing them.”

      “You need to know we’re there, before you see us,” Hinewai said. “That goes for humans and those raised as humans alike.” She rested a hand hesitantly on her friend’s shoulder. “Of course you can’t see this Cuba creature; you have no idea where they would be, or what they would look like.”

      Tony nodded. “That makes sense. Can you see any sign of him?”

      Hinewai tilted her head, looking. “There are a few weak things,” she said doubtfully. “Nothing of – ah, there’s a reasonably strong spirit, there,” she said, and she nodded towards a stupid-looking pool with metal scoops tipping water into it – humans made such strange things in the name of decoration, sometimes. “In the water. She is all bright colours.”

      Tony looked as well, and brightened. “Ooh! Okay, let’s ask her,” and she hurried forward. Hinewai stood behind and to one side of her, keeping a watchful eye.

      “Hey!” Tony chirped, leaning down towards the fountain. “Can I talk to you?”

      The girl in the water looked up at her. “I s’pose,” she said. “Are you the taniwha?”

      Tony beamed. “Yeah! That’s me.”

      The girl tilted her head. “What do you want,” she said, all flat.

      “I’m looking for someone named Cuba,” Tony said, and the girl… burst into tears.

      Hinewai stood there feeling awkward, but Tony cared, Tony always cared, and what’s more Tony was good at caring. She immediately flopped to the ground so she was eye-to-eye with the Bucket Fountain girl, and just sat there for a while, one arm resting comfortingly on the wall of the pool, as the girl cried, and Hinewai stood.

      “You’re,” the girl said, “you’re, you’re too late, why couldn’t you have been here – why couldn’t you have… ” She cried some more, her body shaking, her eyes bright with tears.

      “Māui,” Tony said, and she said it softly, but Hinewai could see her fist clench, her fingers lengthening into claws with anger.

      “I don’t know I don’t know I don’t know, it all happened so fast, there was a feeling like burning and it barely affected me, my area is just –” She gestured around the fountain. “But he, oh, Cuba, he used to dress up in his best clothes just to hang out with me, I… ” She sniffed. “Yes. It was Māui, I think. There was fire.”

      Tony nodded. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help,” she said. “I’ll do my best to avenge his death, if that helps. Though I know that’s little enough. I – I’m sorry for your loss. He took someone of mine, too.”

      The girl stared up at her. “You understand.”

      Tony nodded. There was ferocity in her face, and pain, and anger, and Hinewai shifted, uncomfortable. Tony hadn’t wanted to know of who Saint was truly, but Hinewai knew, she had smelled the fire on him, seen him talking to nowhere where Māui must’ve been. Maybe Saint was just a pawn – he was weak enough, fickle enough – but he was responsible all the same, and somehow Hinewai did not think that Tony would take this news well, would not be at all pleased to learn that the man she sought to kill was someone she –

      Loved, Hinewai’s mind supplied, all unwilling, and she clenched her teeth. It was possible. Humans fell in love so fast.

      Hinewai could go behind Tony’s back, and tell other atua instead, and they would wreak their own type of vengeance on Saint. But that was deceitful, and anyway it was as good as hurting him herself, and Tony had told her not to do that. Tony didn’t want her to hurt people. Tony cared.

      Hinewai stood torn and indecisive, and wished, for a moment, that she was back in her mountains, where the air was clean and cool and things made sense.

      “Hin,” Tony was saying, and Hinewai blinked and looked at her. Tony stood in front of her now, frowning a bit. She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Uh, she can’t leave her fountain now that the street’s energy has been weakened, so she asked if we could – well, I’m not sure exactly, but she said that Cuba might not be quite dead yet, and she wants to say goodbye. She couldn’t reach him herself. She just… wants to say goodbye.” Tony’s eyes dropped.

      Thinking of her broken ponaturi boy, no doubt. “I’ll find him,” Hinewai said.

      The city spirit wasn’t more than a hundred metres away, crumpled on the ground. Hinewai did not think much of him, battered and bleeding as he was, the way he flickered in and out of existence. He was dying, to be fair. No one looked their best as they lay dying. But he was a foolish creature all the same, all plastic and paving stones.

      Hinewai pointed, and Tony, ever-so-gently, gathered the man up in her arms and walked back to where the fountain girl was waiting. She laid him on the ground, and the fountain girl reared up, leaning over the edge of the pool, staring down with wide frenzied eyes.

      “Cuba, Cuba, oh,” she said, sobbing, and to Hinewai’s surprise the city spirit tried to lift his cracked head.

      Perhaps he was trying to say something, but all that came out was static. Then his head flickered rapidly; it was a radio, and then a shoe, a plant, for a moment a screaming face. He vanished.

      The fountain tipua buried her face in her hands, and after a moment Tony stood up.

      “He’s a street spirit,” Hinewai said, uncertain of her place, but Tony didn’t seem to have words to comfort this girl and Hinewai knew she would wish to. “He will return, have no fear.”

      The fountain girl looked up. “He’ll come back, sure. Maybe. But it won’t be him. Not Cuba. Not my Cuba. I lived in this street for years and now he’ll be a stranger…”

      Tony leaned forward and kissed the girl’s cheek and whispered something that Hinewai was not close enough to hear, then stood up and left. Hinewai followed.

      “I told her again that we’d get revenge,” Tony said. She looked pale. “For everyone. Everyone. So many people dead or broken beyond repair and it’s all his fault… ” She clenched her hand into a fist again, and snapped her teeth. “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Yes,” Hinewai said. “Ah. Perhaps he can be negotiated with?”

      Tony stared at her all disbelieving, and barked out a laugh. “Really weird to hear that from you,” she said. “Still, maybe –”

      And then she doubled over, coughing, coughing.

      Hinewai looked at her in some confusion. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, it just – it hurts,” Tony said, wretchedly, and spat out blood, and Hinewai had only just started to be alarmed when she felt it, too. It hit her solidly, like a hammer to the gut, and she rested a hand against her chest. Her breath was coming short and ragged.

      “The Hikurangi’s gone,” she said, blankly. She hadn’t liked it particularly, or used it very much, preferring to face reality however harsh it was than cuddle up in pretence – but. It still hit hard.

      “What?” Tony said.

      “Burnt, I suspect. To judge by the agony of it, and how quickly it went.” There one moment, gone the next, like mist burnt away by sunlight. A sudden burning, like how the girl had described losing Cuba. There was little doubt who was behind this.

      Hinewai looked at Tony all frail and seeming almost human, in this moment, though the destruction of the safe place – so many hopes and hates and loves concentrated in it – would not have hit her so hard if she wasn’t a taniwha truly.

      “It was Saint, probably,” Hinewai added.

      That got Tony’s attention. Her eyes went wide like lamps, wider than human eyes could – she was channelling her taniwha aspect a little in her surprise. “Saint? Wha?” she said. “But he’s nice! Well I mean – not nice, he kind of… ”

      Hinewai said with some impatience, “He thinks the universe is his plaything, his to do whatever he likes with. And he acts as though he’s better than everyone else, but he doesn’t hold it against them, because they’re all very amusing and he’s a nice enough person not to mind.”

      “Yeah, that’s him exactly,” Tony said. “But, I mean – he couldn’t hurt a fly! Maybe really confuse a fly, or play some sort of elaborate practical joke on it, but not hurt it, y’know?”

      Hinewai fidgeted. A deplorable habit. “He is the one who’s been killing the atua,” she said. “That counts as hurting, yes?”

      Tony sat down. “What?” she said, her voice very small. “I… Hin, how do you know that?”

      Hinewai shrugged. “Small things. He smelled of fire. I don’t know. Should I have told you?”

      “Yes!” Tony snapped. “Tell me things when you know them – for god’s sake, honesty is important.” She rubbed at her face.

      Hinewai sat beside her. “Honestly?” she said. “I want to rip his head from his body. I want to strip him of his skin inch by inch as he screams. He irks me.”

      “Hin!” Tony said. “Not okay!”

      Hinewai shrugged a little. “Well, I’m not going to,” she said.

      “Well that’s all right then!” Tony shook her head. “He irks you,” she said under her breath, chuckling without much mirth.

      “Because of the murdering,” Hinewai explained, “and because he is pretentious, and has stupid hair.” She frowned. “Why did you think I didn’t like him?”

      “Uhhh,” said Tony, scraping together a grin. “You don’t like anyone?”

      “I like you,” Hinewai said, and that, somehow, was what made Tony’s pained false smile melt into something smaller and softer and real.

      Hinewai was getting better at understanding what smiles were for. That one sent warmth right through her.

      “You’re doing the best you can,” Tony said.

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you.”

      They sat in silence for a while. People passed by, talking and laughing.

      “Saint,” Tony said again. She sounded almost wounded. “I can’t believe – him of all people. Argh. I mean I barely knew the guy, but I am just, I am just so fucking sick of the world turning itself all topsy-turvy. Everything keeps on changing, I’d barely got used to all this crap and now this.” She rubbed at her forehead. “… Hin.”

      Such a foolish nickname. It didn’t even make sense. Hine would work better. “Yes?” she said.

      “I’m a guardian, right?”

      “Among other things.”

      “Right,” said Tony, standing up, “then it’s about time for me to do some guarding,” and even as she spoke she was changing, twisting, stretching out and scaled-black and shining sinuous, lifting her head with solemn lamp-like eyes and opening her gaping chasm of a mouth to show all her teeth, obsidian-black and shining. Tony as a true taniwha was huge, with a greenish tint to her tough black hide. Hinewai’s people didn’t deal with taniwha often, but Tony was somewhat reminiscent of the land-dwelling ones she’d seen, similar in the spikes trailing down her back and in her powerful clawed feet; the main difference was the tail. Tony’s was fluked like the tail of a whale or some of the ponaturi, for ease in swimming.

      Hinewai had seen a land taniwha fighting a group of human warriors once, and it had taken dozens of them, a whole hunting party – they’d had to trick it and snare it with ropes until it tired; even bound, the taniwha had laid about it with its tail, breaking bones and sending warriors flying, and had swallowed one of the warriors whole when the unwise man came too close. Before that Hinewai had seen huge eagles flying, hunting, and when she was young she had been terrified by tales the older ones of her hapū told of lizards with sharp teeth, or huge basking beasts. She had never been more impressed or alarmed than when she stood in the trees watching as the great beast fought for its life.

      Tony was rather larger than that taniwha had been, and Hinewai was unafraid.

      “Hinewai,” Tony said in her human voice, strange when contrasted with the bulk and claws of her.

      “Yes?”

      “Come hunting with me?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Steffan went back to the Hikurangi café the next night and found it much changed.

      He stepped through the gap between pillars all unsuspecting, and then coughed and gagged, covered his mouth with his arm but still he choked on the stink of it.

      It was wretched. It was wasteland. He could barely breathe and he could barely see but he could see that there was all but nothing left; where there had been atua chatting and eating and laughing, where there had been fresh green vegetation draped over tables, now there was… nothing. Just ashes. He couldn’t even tell how far the ashes went, because he could barely see more than a few metres in front of him, the air was so clogged with death.

      Steffan stumbled back outside, into the real world; the light was too bright and he doubled over, retching and miserable, sick to his stomach. Māui? It must have been. He didn’t understand what was happening, and he hated not understanding. He curled up against the wall and just shook for a bit, and then he got out his laptop. But he couldn’t focus.

      “Understandable,” he said to himself, and it seemed important, so he said it again: “Perfectly understandable.” His voice was shaking. There had been bones there amongst the ashes.

      “You,” someone said in a voice like ice, and Steffan looked up. It was whatshisname, Ariki, the alarming man from yesterday. There was soot on his suit and – oh, God, his hands. For a brief mad second Steffan thought that it must’ve been him who burned down the Hikurangi.

      “Um, hi,” Steffan said, and he raised his hands like surrender. “I didn’t – I don’t take sides, I’m a scholar, I won’t… ” He was babbling and he hated himself for it.

      Ariki tilted his head and regarded him. Then he glanced at the space between pillars. There was no outward sign of the desecration of the Hikurangi, just a little smudge of ash on the ground. “Stupid little scholar boy. So you take notes? Would you deign to pass messages?”

      “No,” Steffan said, barely aware of what he was saying, and the fae man lifted him up by the throat, easily, and slammed him against the wall.

      “Yes,” Ariki said calmly, and then he grimaced and let go. Steffan fell to his knees, gasping, looking up. The charred skin of Ariki’s hands had cracked, and clearish fluid was leaking from the wounds.

      Ariki swore, odd lilting words spoken in a language Steffan didn’t recognise. “Weaving, then, singing,” Ariki said to himself, “have I really come to that?” and he looked at Steffan and his eyes went on forever and he sung something that made Steffan flinch and shudder and, yes, anything Ariki asked, he would do anything. Steffan knelt there staring up and his mind was as empty as the sky.

      Ariki stopped singing. “You will sit here and wait for the beastling, the taniwha girl,” he said. “Tell her that it seems this murderer was not a coward after all. And that I will seek revenge, regardless of whether she is too weak-hearted to do so. But if she wishes to, then the man who did this was –” And he pressed his mauled hand against Steffan’s head, almost into Steffan’s head, and put an image there. Steffan could see it clear as day, like it was burned into his eyelids: a man turning to face him, hands raised, silhouetted by the almost-real flames behind him.

      And then Ariki strode off, leaving Steffan swaying, staring after him. He was abruptly sick on the pavement, but he couldn’t move, he had to sit here and wait for the beastling, the taniwha girl, and tell her (it ran through his head, this, he could think of nothing else) that it seemed this murderer was not a coward after all, and that Ariki would seek revenge, regardless of whether she was too weak-hearted to, but that if she wished to then the man who did this was –

      “Saint?”
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      He had never been a weaver.

      Not with flax, and not with music either; he could sing well enough, all his people could, but the dance of fingers over an instrument – no. There, true skill eluded him. He was still excellent, of course, but not the best there was, not by far. He had no love for it.

      He had never known what love was until the first time he held a taiaha.

      He’d hefted it in his hand, felt its weight, felt the intent of it; in that moment he knew everything it was, in awe, and was known in return.

      The first time he held a taiaha, he fell into the ancient forms, the quick-stepped parry and dance of it, and he performed every step perfectly, every single motion. Beyond perfectly. He was the taiaha and it was him, an extension of his limbs, his hand curved sure and sweet around it as he spun and stabbed and sung. It was a singing it was a weaving, it was dance, it was fight, it was everything, it was bloody and brutal and cleanly, elegantly perfect.

      He practiced, even though he had no need to.

      He found that he could dance with a patu too; he knew the motions of it, the swing and snap, he could crack bones clean as anything then reverse it to slash a delicate line in the flesh. He was deadly with a patu and deadlier with a mere and deadly with a knife and always, always with a taiaha, but, really, he was deadly with anything. He was a warrior born. He knew it deep down, in the way that trees know to grow towards the sky and children know to shout.

      He fought, for the joy of it, for blood spilled onto the earth, for fame within his hapū; Ariki they called him, half-mocking as all call-names were, but there was truth in it, there was respect raw and bloody and that was just how he liked it. When everything narrowed down to him and an opponent and the weight of a weapon in his hand – that was the most beautiful thing in the world, that was truth, that was living.

      He could never dance like that again. Not properly. Not truly. Never again make the music of a weapon moving through air and his body moving in perfect time with it. It was lost forever, like his hapū, like his everything.

      Ariki clenched his ruined hands, and sang. Knelt there drenched with blood, and wordless sung a song of sorrow. Wove it round with karakia and all the word-magic he knew. Wove it strong.

      He sung and sung and sung, ululating and wild. It was a mournful song, that one. It was a lament.

      It was a summons.

      This was one more insult than he could stand. A warrior had his pride, and this went beyond pride, even, into the ancient codes and cycles of revenge. So he sung. And he summoned. And it worked.

      It shouldn’t have, but it did.

      …Pay attention. From here on things get a little complicated.

      See, nothing is one thing only, cities most of all. They’re made of people, and people are made of contradictions, beautiful ugly contradictions clashing and blending and blurring. So cities are made of contradictions as well. They’re a mess of noise, laughing and talking and yelling and music and the subtler music made of the movements of cars. (And buses and bicycles and trains, and where people go, and when. There is rhythm to all these things.) And sometimes, rarely, most often in the early mornings, there are those small moments of perfect silence, when there is no one there but you. No one in the world. Cities are kind and they are cruel, they are perfectly filthy and gloriously drab; they force many, many people together, and so they are made of stories, and they are the things of which stories are made.

      Wellington plays at being the capital, but everyone knows that that’s Auckland, really, the super-city to the north, sprawling comfortably across its land, home to so many, the beating heart of the populace. Wellington is made of hills and sharp edges and steep places; it’s made of steps and sweet-spicy scents and brightly coloured houses perched on the hillsides. It’s the capital of art, maybe, the capital of creativity, of crafted things, of theatre, of song. But most of all, more than anything else, it is the capital of wind.

      Wind is breath is spirit.

      Singing is a raw expression of that – it’s the most direct form of music, it’s breathing your soul straight into the notes.

      The wind caught the warrior’s song, and carried it to those of his people who were waiting, still, forever waiting these days, huddled into hollows and forest-scraps and wherever they could find, and they heard the summons, and they some of them answered: Yes.

      And they left their mist and mountains and shreds of safety, to come when they were called.

      And mistfae walked the streets of the wind city.
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      The burning of the Hikurangi was taken in many different ways. Some thought it was the beginning of a war. Others took it as a sign that the city had at last become too dangerous to live in. However, its main effect was that atua activity became more prominent and noticeable, rather than less.

      Patupaiarehe walked the streets of Wellington. Some marvelled at its wonders, and some detested it for the same things – the bright of the sky and the smell of the air and the people, there were so, so many people and the patupaiarehe would have been overwhelmed were it not for Ariki, telling them of outrages the humans had done, calling them to fight.

      The tipua in the Bucket Fountain brooded, chin on her hands and rainbows in her hair. The buckets, blue and yellow and red, slowly tipped, pouring water into each other, some of it spilling onto the street. “What do radios even have to do with anything,” she said, too quiet to hear, and then louder, much louder, she called her friends to arms.

      In the south, in the mountains, a star who had the power to cure blindness fell where there was no one to see him.

      In some city, in some town – any city, any town – a woman sat at her table. Her eyes were on the rubbish bin in the kitchen. The baby had come early, too early, a sad little thing dead before it had any chance of living. She wrapped it in plastic bags and put it in the bin and cried and she couldn’t tell anyone, she couldn’t. She choked on the words and choked on her misery. But that night she could’ve sworn she woke up with a child’s tiny fingers clutching at her throat. So now she sat at her table, and she stared, and as she watched the rubbish bin rattled, a little, as though something inside it was angry.

      A man with clenched fists and an angry heart was playing rugby on a field that could be any field – squelch of mud beneath the grass, goalposts against the grey sky. His friends jeered at him when he stopped, stood alertly as though listening to something. He went by the name of Tū. He, at least, knew there was no war. Not yet, at least. Not yet.

      A train spirit hid his face behind a newspaper, his body made of shiny glass like the blackness of a tunnel, reflective. Spirits of transportation had a lot of power because of all the people that used them and that prayed without even knowing: five minutes earlier, oh god please don’t let me be late, I have a meeting, please let it not be raining, please let him be out when I come back I can’t take any more of this –

      And others, countless others, most too small to see – if you couldn’t count the grains of sand on the beach or the stars in the sky, you couldn’t count these atua either. Very much like sand and stars; as small, and as giant.

      And a taniwha walked her streets with a mist warrior by her side, and a scholar learned all he could, and the ghost of what had once been a mighty trickster was torn by the winds, and a man yet to be broken walked – strutted, swaggered – towards the end.
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      It was pretty easy to find him, easier than Tony had expected. She just followed the smell of burning.

      Hinewai stalked beside her, leggy and intent, her hands making odd motions; it was raining, raining around Tony and Hinewai particularly, like a curtain between them and the rest of the world, hiding them from view. They found Saint leaning against a wall in the shadows beside the skateboard ramp in Waitangi Park, breathing out a thin plume of smoke; he heard them approaching and turned to look, and stubbed the cigarette out under his heel, his eyes fixing on Tony. She could only assume that she looked the bigger threat to him, all hulking muscle and spikes and teeth – which was odd, considering how terrified he’d seemed of patupaiarehe, before.

      In all fairness, Hinewai was pretty terrifying, but right now there was no one Tony would rather have by her side than her. She was terrifying in useful ways. The trick was just in finding them.

      Tony had to be like that too, now, just for now: had to be cruel, had to be strong. This was no place for the cheerful girl who just wanted to make people happy. So she let herself feel all the hurt and hate that had been building up these last few days as people she loved died – in her territory, on her watch – let it build up and boil inside her, and moved steadily onward. Her tail lashed at the night air and her tongue flickered out to taste it. She reared back so she stood taller than he did and bared her teeth in threat and he took an involuntary step back, for all his swagger and suavity he was scared of her.

      Good. He should be.

      She pounced at him and he dived aside and panted, “As dragons go you’re rather a bad one – are you even trying?” and flicked his wrists and sent fire at her.

      She recoiled instinctively because she hated fire a lot more in this form. She was of ocean. Water and fire didn’t mix.

      Now there was an idea.

      She lashed out lightning-quick with a claw and he cursed, distracted into glancing down at where she’d drawn blood, and in that instant she swung her tail and swept his legs out from under him. He landed and she flowed smoothly past him, over a sandy path and onto a wooden boardwalk lined with tussock, heading for the water.

      “I mean, come on – you don’t even have wings,” he shouted after her, and then, as expected, he leapt to his feet and followed.

      “What are you doing?” Hinewai said, running beside her.

      “What are you doing? I thought you’d have tried to dismember him by now or something.”

      Hinewai shook her head. “This is your fight, not mine,” she said. “I’m lending aid as I promised, but I won’t intervene unless you seem in danger of losing, which won’t happen. And thus.” She shrugged. “It’s better not to kill people than it is to kill them. You taught me that.”

      “Well, not in this case,” Tony said, her voice a growl. “I’m going to drown the bastard and put an end to this,” fierce with determination and trying not to think about it too hard. She could do this. She was strong.

      She chanted that inside her head as they ran, to keep herself focused, to keep herself from quailing at these extreme measures: I’m strong, she chanted to herself as she reached the waterfront and turned to face him, I’m strong, I’m strong. He grinned all cocky and made some quip or other and punched out flame, which hit her and burned at her flesh, but it didn’t matter because she was ancient, she was a child of Tangaroa. And he had angered her.

      She called to the ocean, and it came. A great salty wave surged up behind her, towering, and then crashed down, knocking both of them off their feet and flooding across the asphalt.

      Tony moved through the floodwaters easily, half swim, half undulating walk, and hooked the flailing spluttering man with one claw. She let the wave, retreating, tug them over the wall and into the cold sea.

      He waved his arms around madly, and then, showing surprising presence of mind, started boiling the water so it hissed and bubbled around them. Which was alarming, but it stopped after she’d held him under for a while, one claw resting against his head to keep it down. It was easy; he was heavy in his soaked coat, and not strong enough to pull free even when he wasn’t half-drowned. The water was shallow here, but water didn’t need to be deep for this sort of work.

      His frantic thrashing started to slow. Then it stopped.

      Good. She was a child of Tangaroa, she was a guardian, she –

      What was she doing?

      Dismayed, Tony pulled him to the surface and tilted his head so he could breathe. She coiled herself around him anxiously, and sagged in relief when he started coughing.

      Weak, said some part of her, but it wasn’t true. She was strong, and she always had been; she was the kind of strong that came with being gentle, being kind even when people didn’t deserve it because if she wasn’t kind to them then who would be?

      That was a much better kind of strong than brute strength.

      So she nudged at Saint as his body shook with coughs, as he spat out salt water, as he at last turned to look at her with extreme suspicion. Fair enough.

      “Are you going to waterboard me or something?” he said, as soon as he could speak: hoarse and exhausted but still fiery, it defined him, he would never ever give up. She tightened her grip on him, wary, kept his hands pinned to his sides – she’d have to lock him up somewhere while they figured out what to do with him, maybe.

      They drifted. He coughed again. “Because I have to say that if there’s going to be torture on the cards, I would’ve expected more of the crushing-with-brute-force and filleting-with-deadly claws and whatnot.”

      “I’m not going to torture you,” she said, then added, “though you deserve it,” because he was a murderer, after all, and he didn’t even seem to be sorry.

      “Yeah yeah, you’re as intimidating as a really intimidating thing,” he said, and then, “Wait,” in an entirely different tone. “Wait, I know that voice. Tony?”

      “In the flesh,” she said.

      He stared at her, and then, at last, he sank back, fell back, let his head sag as though supporting it was too much effort. “You’re one of the atua,” he said, blankly.

      She beat her tail once to take them to a pebbly scoop of beach. “Well yeah.”

      “But,” Saint said. “You’re human?”

      Tony dug her claws into the shore and hauled herself and Saint up. She dropped him not un-gently on the ground, and stretched to let the water slide off her slick skin. “Uhhh… ” she said, because human she pretty obviously wasn’t.

      He shook his head. His hair was plastered against his head, his coat dragging down his shoulders. He looked smaller, somehow. “No, I mean you’re a person, you… That means you’re all people.” He said it again, incredulous: “You’re all people.”

      “Um. Well yes. Isn’t that… obvious… ” She trailed off, because he looked like he was on the edge of a nervous breakdown; he’d bit his lip to a bloodied mess, and his face was so gaunt. She hadn’t noticed until then how painfully thin he was, how tired.

      “Fuck,” he said, almost a whimper. “No. Oh, fuck,” and he buried his face in his hands.

      Tony said nothing. She shifted back to her human-shape, not letting Saint out of her sight – but he didn’t move. Hadn’t moved, since they’d got back on land. Just… sat there.

      It was peaceful down here, far too peaceful, still water and a few startled ducks and boats bobbing in the distance. Hinewai stood a few metres away, watchful. There was no sound except the lap of water and Saint’s ragged breathing.

      Tony crouched beside him. “Hey,” she said.

      He looked at her. “So,” he said. “I’m not a hero, then.”

      “Huh?”

      “Because I’m a murderer,” he said. He breathed out, a long whistling sigh. “… Figures.”

      She frowned quizzically. “You thought you were being a … hero?”

      “Yep,” Saint said, and forced a grin. It looked like Hinewai’s type of smile, gaunt and glaring and joyless, too much teeth in it. “What a laugh, huh?”

      “I… I wouldn’t put it that way –”

      “Christ,” he burst, savage. “I just wanted to help people for once in my useless fucking life, I… No wonder they all just leave.” He ran his hands through his hair, swore. Slammed his palms savagely against his forehead as though to punish his brain. Then again. Tony had to grip his wrists to stop him from hurting himself, though he winced at the tightness of the hold.

      “Owww,” he said, tilting his head to grin at her more. “You’re hurting me.”

      She released him, unsettled. “Are… are you all right?”

      “Can’t stop till I burn the whole world down,” he said, eyes drifting away from her face, aimless. “That’s what he said.”

      “What? Who?” She frowned. “Māui? He’s the one behind this, right?”

      “Mm,” Saint said. “… Well. To be fair, he did tell me to stop, not terribly long ago. And it’s not his fault, really; he had what he thought were good reasons, which was better than I had, and he – I mean, yeah, he said you lot weren’t sentient, but I never even questioned it. I never questioned anything and I killed so many… ”

      “I think you should calm down,” Tony said, and patted at his shoulder. He was such a mess. For the first time in a while she wanted to help someone but had no idea how to do it, or if she even should.

      “Can’t stop till I burn the whole world down… ” he said, softly, and then he said, much louder and with harsh laughter in his voice, “May as well!”

      The next part was all confusion. A wall of fire flared up with a roar, and it was hot, it was ferociously hot, it singed her skin and scorched her hair even sopping wet as she was. She dived backward, and the wall of flame flickered, and then Saint stepped through it, grinning like a mad thing with his hands clenched into fists and his eyes jagged with desperation.

      Tony grew her claws in readiness, but before she could do anything she heard music, wild and wind-like and fae. The song was just barely starting but Saint flinched like he’d been hit, his head jerking in Hinewai’s direction – and then he ran, up the steps and away, as fast as his feet could take him. Tony frowned after him.

      “I’m sorry,” Hinewai said, lowering her flute. “I know it’s important to be kind –”

      “Dude, it’s fine!” Tony said, and then, because it had been a trying half hour and because she wanted to, she grabbed Hinewai in a hug, squishing her tight. “It’s fine, it’s who you are,” Tony explained, muffled, as she discreetly checked her for injuries. “You be cruel, and I’ll be kind, and it’ll all work out… ”

      “Yes, all right,” Hinewai said, patting awkwardly at her head.

      “And a bit of cruelty’s okay in this case,” Tony said as she pulled back, “because Saint is a massive bag of dicks.”

      Hinewai nodded. “Yes,” she said firmly. “He is a massive bag of dicks,” and Tony snorted out a slightly hysterical laugh.

      “He ought to be punished for what he did and stuff,” Tony said, once she’d recovered. “But… I dunno.”

      “What is it?”

      “Well, he’s kinda out of control right now, so our first priority is just to get him contained, get him to calm down if we can. But beyond that… ” She broke off, frowning. “I dunno. It’s just. I’m kinda worried by the guy.”

      “Because he is completely batshit insane?” Hinewai recited.

      Tony wrung water from her hair and stared out into the night, the lights of the harbour. “Nah. Well I mean, he is a few something short of a something else, but I just… He could really use some help, I just have no idea how to help him and no idea who can. He’s way obsessed with his image and stuff, he’d never admit that he’s in pain. Gah. Moron. Stupid murderous moron.”

      Tony couldn’t afford to spend all her time thinking of Saint; there were more people than him to help. There was everyone. So she went to the Hikurangi, or where it had been.

      “This is really sad,” Tony said, giving up – no matter how hard she tried, the place between the two pillars didn’t lead anywhere but to a place slightly in front of the place between the two pillars, and there was no use pretending otherwise. She couldn’t see trees there, and besides, the whole place just felt flatter. Emptier. Lacking.

      “Yes, a lot of people died here,” Hinewai said absentmindedly, and Tony stared at her in shock and horror, but before she could ask her to elaborate, Hinewai’s head jerked up and her eyes narrowed, intense. “Someone’s here,” she said.

      Tony relaxed. “And not dead?” she said hopefully.

      Hinewai shook her head. “You don’t understand. I mean… someone’s here. One of my kind is here.” Her eyebrows lifted. “More than one. What… ”

      “Yes, that’s due to me,” Ariki said, staggering around the corner, looking weary and defiant. “You may punish me if you have a will to –”

      “Oh my god, your hands,” Tony breathed, and then she clicked her fingers at Hinewai. “Get bandages.”

      Hinewai nodded and melted off into the darkness. It’d be dawn in another couple of hours, Tony thought, and after that Hinewai would have to seek out shelter, but until then they could work together still.

      Hinewai returned bafflingly quickly carrying flax and woven cloth, and Tony tended carefully to Ariki’s burns. Hinewai stood by, watching distantly. Come to think of it, Tony had never seen the two mistfolk interact before, which was strange considering they were the only two in the city. Or had been, apparently.

      “What did you do?” she said as she tended to him, trying not to wince at the wounded flesh, all bubbled and bleeding and weeping.

      It must have hurt excruciatingly, but he just stared straight ahead, lips pressed tight together. “Māui and his pawn, they killed Whai,” he said, and then he looked slightly panicky and added, “And burned down the Hikurangi – that is the more important part.”

      Tony nodded along, to be kind, and carefully tied off a bandage. “So yeah, the humans had to be punished, I get it. What did you do?”

      “It wasn’t about punishment, exactly,” he said. “Though that as well. It is more – things had to be fair. Things had to be even, do you understand? The tangata killed one of ours, and then burned down our safe place, our sanctuary.” On seeing she still looked blank he explained, irritated, “It is a colossal insult to attack a home, let alone slaughter that many defenceless. It demands repayment. Utu. So I summoned more patupaiarehe here, those of us who wanted to come.”

      Tony nodded, thoughtful. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. I can work with that. I mean me and Hin’ll be working overtime trying to get them to understand what they can and can’t do, but – I agree, it’s only fair. Atua and humans should be able to live together.”

      Ariki looked surprised. “You seem to misunderstand. I was thinking more of us slaughtering all of them,” he said, and she pulled the bandage tight, decisively. He yowled and said nothing more.

      “Can we rebuild it, or something like it?” Tony said. “Now that there’s more of us?”

      Ariki shrugged. “Maybe. I won’t help, either way,” he said, and he held up his arms.

      “If it helps,” Tony said, “the guy who did that is pretty broken. Already, I mean. Pre-vengeance and everything.”

      “Not as broken as he’ll be when I get my hands… ” Ariki stopped. “When I get him,” he finished, with a bitter, sardonic twist to his mouth.

      “Y’know,” Tony said, “I thought I hated him too, for what he did to Whai and all the rest, and for this.” She gestured at where the Hikurangi wasn’t. “But I don’t, not really. Hasn’t there been enough hating?”

      “Compassion is a weakness,” Ariki said. “One you and Whai had in common, though he at least had a sting in his tail.” He shuddered, once, convulsively. “The last thing I said to him was unfair. I mocked his people. They’re mad and broken and gone now, but it’s not their fault. Why did I say that? He was a good foe. He deserved better.”

      Tony rested a shoulder on his hand comfortingly.

      “Good kisser, too,” Ariki said.

      “Oh my god! I did not need to know that!” Tony said. “Oh, gross, oh man.”

      Hinewai sat on the step above her. “You seem disgusted,” she said warily. “Is kissing wrong?”

      “What? What, no, of course not. Kissing is fine so long as the person you’re kissing is okay with it. It’s just… ” Tony sought for an explanation. “Like, hearing about Whai smooching people, specifically, that’s like – how would you feel if your sister told you in-depth about what happened when, like, she and rainbowguy were hanging out in his house?”

      Hinewai wrinkled her nose. “Bleh.”

      Tony grinned a bit at that reaction, glad of having any cause to smile. The smile soon faded. She sighed.

      “There is someone else here, as well,” Hinewai said, and nodded to a corner. Tony blinked and followed her gaze. A man was huddled up against the wall, shivering.

      “Oh, him,” Ariki said. “I left him here to give you a message. I suppose he failed. Typical of humans, really.”

      “When?” She hadn’t even noticed him. It was dark, true, but there was also a sort of smallness about him. You need to know we’re there before you see us, Hinewai had said, and maybe that went for humans under atua spells as well. “How long has he been there? Just sitting there?”

      Ariki shrugged. “Why should it matter? He’s just tangata.”

      “I’m here to guard everyone,” she said, glaring. “You’d best remember that. Atua from tangata, yes! But tangata from atua as well.”

      She stood and went to the huddled man, and recognised with a start that it was Steffan, the easily flustered scholar with piercing eyes behind his sort of dorky glasses. At the moment, though, there was a blankness in his eyes that she recognised.

      “I guess,” she said, quietly, “even before we rebuild the Hikurangi I need to lay down some ground rules.” She knelt beside him. “Hey, bud. You okay?”

      He looked up at her and blinked and shivered. “Oh,” he said, then recited tonelessly: “It seems this murderer was not a coward after all. And Ariki will seek revenge, regardless of whether you are too much of a coward to; but if you wish to then the man who did this was –”

      “Hey, shh,” she said, putting a hand to his mouth. “A guy called Saint. I know. Message delivered,” she added, hoping it’d get rid of the blankness in his face.

      “Is it really true?” Steff asked. He ran a hand through his hair. “Oh, jeez. Oh, Saint. He can’t have been the one who… ” He trailed off. “I was the first person here, did you know that? There was still some of it left. There were bones… ”

      “Yeah,” Tony said. “Saint did that.”

      Steffan shivered. “I just wanted to learn, that’s all I wanted, that’s all I’ve ever… The people there smiled at me, they were mainly kind, I mean not – him –” He jerked his chin in Ariki’s direction. “But the others, you and that big friendly guy. He was going to make meringues. I wonder if he did. Everything was so warm and now it’s so cold.”

      “Rongo. I hadn’t even thought about him,” Tony said, and stared at the space between the pillars. “Do you think he… ”

      Steffan shook his head. “His kind don’t just die,” he said, then coughed violently, hackingly, his whole body shaking with it.

      Tony grimaced. “I don’t know. There was a street spirit who ought to have been really powerful, and Saint killed him easily enough.” Too late she remembered it was Steffan who had told her of Cuba in the first place, and she winced.

      Steffan looked up at her, his pupils blown wide with shock or fear or coldness. “You mean… Cuba?” It was sad to hear his voice, pleading and thin like the voice of a child. “No, no, that can’t be, no, he – he sang bad pop songs, but like he meant them, you know? He can’t, he can’t.”

      “I’m sorry.” Tony put a hand on his shoulder, but Steffan flinched away.

      “Oh, no, don’t… don’t be offended, I just don’t, don’t much like the idea of anyone touching me at the moment. Everyone just kills,” Steffan said, and he raised one hand to cradle his head.

      “You should go home,” Tony said. “You’ll catch your death.”

      “No, I… I shouldn’t do that. I need to see what happens.” He repeated it, firmly: “I need to see what happens and I need to… ”

      “Whatever, dude,” Tony said, and stood up, only just managing to refrain from offering him a hand. He stood as well, and stayed leaning against the wall.

      “No, I mean it – this can’t be right,” Steffan said. “The others maybe, but Cuba, no, he was harmless. The Saint I knew would never… ”

      Over by the step, Hinewai’s head whipped around to face them, eyes intent. Ariki made no reaction. Perhaps he hadn’t heard? Tony was glad.

      She frowned at the scholarboy, all the same. She’d had suspicions since his first reaction, but that confirmed them. “You know him.”

      Others were congregating now – more patupaiarehe, with eyes as black as night or green as trees or brown as earth or white all the way through, dim shapes through the mist. Steffan glanced around. Tony could imagine what he was thinking; Ariki had twisted with his head, so perhaps he thought atua were more dangerous than they truly were. Perhaps he feared for his friend, which she supposed was understandable, but…

      “No, it’s nothing,” he said, and he sat down again like his legs had been cut out from under him, hunching up small. “Never mind.”

      Tony looked at the pillars where there was no sign, any more, of any of those who had died. So many dead, and here Steff sat refusing to take a side. Part of her wished she had that luxury, and grief made her unforgiving. “Do you still think you can just watch?” she said sharply. “Do you think that’ll cut it now? You met people, and now they’re dead, and you’re just going to watch.”

      Steffan looked away.

      Tony wanted to console him – that had been needlessly harsh – but it was probably better to just leave him alone. She went to sit by her friends on the step. More patupaiarehe were here now, and other atua she didn’t recognise – what had to be cityfae, too, creatures incorporating concrete and steel and glass, and Tony greeted them one and all.

      “What now?” they asked her, all of them all in a chorus, even the patupaiarehe gathered there to fight. They looked to her instead of Ariki, stood there in the ruins of their sacred place and looked to her. “What now?”

      “We wait,” she told them, because what else could she say? What else could they do? “We wait.”
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      Saint stood in front of the mirror, and tilted his head back to better admire the dark bruises around his neck. “Fuck this hurts!” he said cheerily.

      There was a similar ring of bruises around his wrist, along with myriad other bruises and scrapes that he couldn’t even remember getting, all over him. He was an utter mess. Burned and choked and half-drowned, and it was all of it his fault. He remembered, unwillingly, the utter pain of that moment. Steff deserting him and then Noah deserting him and yeah that had stung but it had all been building up to that one moment, hadn’t it; kicking his legs uselessly to try and stay above water, choking and gasping as waves splashed his face…

      Staring up at the gaping maw of the most monstrous thing he’d ever encountered, as it spoke in Tony’s voice. The realisation, they’re people, they’re people, these monsters are people. And what did that make him? He’d looked at Tony, after that, and seen her, the whole of her, layers; monster and guardian and sweet little girl and brave woman and all of it mixed together, and if he’d just looked, looked deeper, asked more questions or just stopped one fucking time to think about what he was doing instead of just – just blindly murdering –

      Stupid to try to stay above water, when he’d already sunk so deep.

      “Bruised and battered self,” he said loudly, loud enough to drown out his thoughts, “meet your new best friends: arnica and Savlon! We all three of us are about to get very initima – ow. Owww. Ow.” He scowled at his bruises, which, even when smeared liberally with antiseptic or whatever this stuff was, still throbbed like the blazes. “Why did I ever think this was a good idea! Ha!”

      He laughed, jovially.

      He happened to meet his own eyes in the mirror.

      He slammed his fist into the mirror, hard, with fire boiling around his fingers. His arm fell to his side. Shards tinkled to the ground.

      Saint buried his face in his bloodied hands. “Fine,” he mumbled. “I’m fine. I’m fine. Lovably fearless –”

      At that he clenched his fists so tight it hurt. He lowered his hands again. Stood there breathing for a while, trying to get calm, but he felt restless, he felt empty, he wanted to pace and prowl and fight, he wanted to curl up and sleep and never wake up again.

      He went back into the lounge of the wretched fucking flat, instead, because at least there was room to pace there.

      I’m not going to torture you, she’d said, though you deserve it, and yeah, he did, deserved anything bad they could do to him and then more besides, but he couldn’t exactly stop, could he? Everything was broken and burned away and he had nothing left. You deserve it, and maybe he always had. Should never have said yes to Noah. Should never have done any damn thing. Everything he tried to do just crumbled, and what if he had been wrong all along? On the way back to his apartment he’d passed a greasy pile of ashes, all that was left of his flatmate, impossible to ignore. Saint remembered the smell of charring meat.

      The maero, at least, had been evil. Of that, he was sure… he was… he thought he was sure? But that still left the rest, all of them – the ponaturi, who he’d burned till the skin sloughed off their bones. And the weird little bird things and the leafy ones and all the rest, so many, so damn many. The Hikurangi had had people –

      He held his hand over his mouth until the urge to retch subsided. Then he went up to the roof. Stood at its edge for a while, looking out over the city.

      “Catch me,” he said, and he swayed forward, but he arrested the motion before he could complete it. Just… stood there, for a bit, with the wind on his face. Considering it.

      In the end all he did was go inside again, because he was far too much of a coward to do what he ought to do, apparently. Figured. May as well go on with the reckless slaughtering, then, and a part of him wanted to. Wasn’t it better to go out in flames than to just be extinguished? Snuffed out, just like that, and no one would mourn him. At least this way people would remember his name, even just to spit on it.

      It was so hard to think.

      Maybe if he provoked Tony enough she’d kill him out of kindness, though he’d probably have to burn the whole city down, first. The whole world.

      May as well, Saint thought, and he wasn’t sure if he felt like laughing or crying.

      Because there wasn’t anyone there to catch him, not any more. What the hell was the point of any damn thing, without that?
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      Steffan sat with his head resting against his knees, and listened as a mob of supernatural beings chanted for his best friend’s blood.

      There was a crowd of them. Most were patupaiarehe, he figured, gorgeous and angular and half-fading into the mists like they belonged there. There were other creatures that had that same feeling of being not-quite-right, of not fitting in this world – things with leaves for hair or bulging snail-shell eyes or teeth and fingernails like the spines of a sea urchin. Things that had adapted. But he spotted some cityfae in the crowd as well, a jagged creature all elbows and spines that made him think of a broken umbrella, a weathered lady with hair as red as brick and pigeons in her wake, and others, more than he could see and far more than he could name.

      And they were restless, and Tony didn’t seem to be very in control of them.

      “What now, taniwha?” one snarled at her, taller than most, with tangled gold-white hair.

      “We wait,” Tony said again. She seemed almost at a loss, and from over in his corner Steffan fought the mad urge to laugh. He’d been waiting all this time, learning, and what was the point of all this learning if he didn’t use it for anything, if he didn’t help –

      The gold-haired one put its head to one side, nostrils flaring. “We have waited all these years,” it told Tony. “The taste of it grows stale in our mouths.” There was a chorus of agreements, in English and in Māori and in a lilting tongue that struck Steffan as vaguely Celtic. He scrabbled for a notebook. The patupaiarehe did remind him a lot of the Irish sidhe; that was interesting, that could bear further study –

      “Your studies won’t do you much good once you’re dead,” came Ariki’s smooth voice in his ear, and the notebook fell to the ground. Then Ariki was hauling him to his feet, his elbow around Steffan’s neck in a chokehold, pulling him up but not yet applying overmuch pressure.

      Ariki cleared his throat. “Friends,” he called. Steffan flinched away; he was pressed right up against Ariki, so it was loud, and Ariki’s arm under his chin smelled nauseatingly sweet, putrid. “Might I make a suggestion?”

      The bickering died down – the other patupaiarehe seemed to follow Ariki’s orders, more or less.

      “An actual helpful suggestion?” Tony said as she turned towards him, looking glad. “From you? Finally!”

      Then her eyes fell on Steffan. Steff had been rather hoping for outrage, but she looked more disappointed than anything else, and she didn’t dive forward to save him or anything. For a moment he was sure that she was just going to him die, but that didn’t seem like her, so he made himself relax, hang limp and passive.

      “This man,” Ariki said, and tightened his hold. Breathing became difficult. What was it with atua and choking him? “He has ties to Māui’s pawn – he said as much. Perhaps we can torture him and he’d be loud enough to draw Māui to us, and we can fall on him and take him unawares! At dawn, as it should be. Look how the mists draw close, as an omen for our success!”

      Steffan should never have said that. Idiot, idiot, he thought, and he closed his eyes. Ariki’s hold had loosened again, but it was hard to think with the threat of his arm still there, pressing. Harder still to think when the people gave a ragged cheer at Ariki’s words. No, no, please no, there’s still so much I don’t know.

      “Saint’ll show up here anyway,” he heard Tony say. She sounded closer. Good, that was – good. “He has to know that this is where we’d gather. No one’s getting tortured.”

      “Someone will have to be,” one of the patupaiarehe said, also close. Steffan opened his eyes. It was Tony’s friend, the terrifying one, her eyes solid black and her face thoughtful. Tony was standing beside her, her eyes fixed on Steffan, one of the patupaiarehe’s hands lengthening into claws. “As Ariki was mauled. There must be balance to these things.”

      Steffan felt like a slab of meat, dangling there for the gathered crowd to inspect, all inhuman eyes and – he’d felt safe around most of the atua, sort of, but the way they were looking at him now was terrifying. Very like a piece of meat: perhaps none of them actually had anything against him personally, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t enjoy tearing him apart.

      “Mauled?” Ariki said, and his grip loosened still further. Steffan thought that had more to do with the pain than with any conscious decision on Ariki’s part. He was shaking. “Mauled?” Ariki repeated, and he gave a derisive laugh. “Oh, hardly. Injured perhaps, but in time I’ll be as strong as ever, I assure you!”

      Steffan reached up and pulled on the trailing end of a bandage, hard. Ariki screamed, high and piercing, and fell to his knees. Steffan was dragged backward by the weight of him, but it was easy enough to shrug off his hand and stagger to where Tony could catch him and pull him upright, stronger than anyone had a right to be.

      Ariki was keening with pain, clutching his arm, tears rolling down his face though his eyes were fixed, hateful, on Steffan. The other atua were formed in ranks, almost, rows of them, with Tony and Hinewai slightly in front, and then Steff, and then Ariki alone on his knees.

      The ragged ranks of atua seemed none too pleased with him. Tony didn’t seem all that pleased, either.

      “He wasn’t going to hurt you, probably,” she said in an undertone. “Not while I’m here; he wouldn’t dare. Besides, he’s not the killing kind.”

      Steffan swallowed. Not the killing kind? Hardly. But his best friend was the killing kind, too. There had been so much killing. What was the point in taking a side when everyone just ended up dead?

      What was the point in observing, when everyone just ended up dead? His observations and hypotheses wouldn’t give him much comfort when everyone he’d met, all the new friends and the old friend and the new enemies, were dead. It’d be too late. He had to do something, if Tony wasn’t going to – and it looked like she wasn’t, like she didn’t know.

      “There’s something I need to know,” Steffan said, and was surprised by how steady his voice was. “Saint. Did he kill those others, too? I found the atua world by researching. There were drownings, people drained of blood… ”

      Tony shook her head. “When Saint fought with me he just used fire.”

      Steffan was rather surprised that Saint was even still alive, if Tony had fought him. And… glad. He was glad Saint was alive.

      He guessed he’d chosen a side after all.

      “In that case,” Steffan said, and he turned and pointed at Ariki, “he’s a murderer, too. Just so you know. He’s killed people, at least three that I know of, probably more.”

      Tony’s eyes went wide and she took a step forward, but before she could even say anything Ariki gave a derisive laugh, still kneeling there.

      “Three? Is that all you think me capable of? I’m better at this than that,” Ariki said, and Steffan turned his head so he didn’t have to look directly at him.

      Tony was silent for a moment. Steffan watched as the fae girl leaned a little so her shoulder pressed against Tony’s.

      Tony crossed her arms. “You,” she said, all forbidding. Ariki stood, pained but determined, chin tilted up. “You’ve killed people?”

      Ariki nodded. Tony must’ve glared, because he flinched a little. “It’s fine, taniwha,” he said, holding up his hands. “I assure you I left very few tracks, by and large. I gave the tangata no reason to rally against us.”

      “That is not the point,” Tony hissed. “Who the hell do you think you are, gathering a… ” She gestured at the silent ranks of atua. “… a fucking lynch mob to kill Saint, when you’re just as bad?”

      “Well, I didn’t drown anyone, whatever the pawn’s scholar says,” Ariki said. He looked a little confused, like he didn’t understand why she was angry. “There is little beauty in that. That would have been the ponaturi, I suspect; Whai was never very good at controlling them after they were betrayed and poisoned and became mad. Don’t worry, though!” he added, a little desperately. “They are all dead now.”

      “What… ” Tony whispered. “They’re all dead?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said, impatient. “Don’t you see? This isn’t about individuals. Yes, I owe Māui’s pawn a blood debt, but more to the point so do you, so do all atua. He wiped out the last of Whai’s iwi. There are other ponaturi, yes, but not from this area; Whai’s people’s traditions, their knowledge and skills and history – all of these things are gone and dead. We cannot let that insult stand.”

      Tony stood silent.

      “Those ponaturi died, one by one, alone and broken by this world,” Ariki said. “I will not allow my people to know the same fate.”

      “And I won’t allow you to kill anyone else, do you hear me? No one is killing anyone while I’m around.”

      Ariki gave some answer or other about how that was unavoidable. Steffan didn’t stay to hear it. He turned, he turned and walked away, sick to the stomach, sick to death of it all.

      The atua parted before him as he walked. He didn’t go far, just down the street a little. He sat down, and leaned his back against the grey wall, and sighed.

      He was sitting by the police station. Ha. He’d intended to contact the police with his information, he recalled; early on, when he’d thought that people had been being killed in imitation of atua. Somehow he doubted the police could do much good if Ariki succeeded in convincing all these patupaiarehe to kill. He doubted anyone could. He was meant to be good at imagining possibilities, but at the moment he couldn’t think of any way for things to end that didn’t include more people dead.

      Steff’s head drooped, and he pressed it to his knees.

      He’d liked Cuba. He hadn’t known him that well, but he’d liked what he’d known of him: Cuba loved his Bucket Fountain girl, and his street and the people on it, and he was open and welcoming, indulging Steff in his questions – and now he was dead, and it was Saint who had killed him.

      Saint, Steffan knew well. He was capable of bad things, Steff was under no delusions about that, but murder? In cold blood? No. Either Cuba had done something that Saint thought was worth murdering him over, which Steffan found extremely unlikely, or Saint… didn’t know that it was murder. Ah.

      The atua seemed to think Saint was just a pawn, and maybe he was. Perhaps Māui had been lying to him, or messing with his head, even – he’d seemed pretty wrecked the last time Steffan had called him. And tired when he’d met Steff at the café, but himself, still, so maybe not.

      That was before the Hikurangi had been burnt. Maybe if Steff had done something differently, said something differently – Saint had said he’d rather run into one of the patupaiarehe than talk to him even for one moment longer, and that stung, to remember it, but even then, maybe, maybe. If he’d just said I believe you, let me help, maybe Saint would’ve stopped and all these terrible things would never have happened.

      “It’ll take more than that if you want to make a difference,” someone said from beside him.

      Steffan flinched. Glanced up. A wind had risen, wafting a hole in the mist, and now there was a man standing beside him. Aside from the lack of any moko, he was the very image of a traditional Māori warrior. Too much so, almost, like he was an image, a fabrication, an ideal.

      “Māui?” Steff said, keeping his voice soft this time. Tony was still arguing with Ariki, not more than thirty metres away. No one looked over at him.

      The shade’s eyes were sad. “Not now,” he said. “Not for a long while now.”

      Steffan looked away. “You should leave. They want to kill you.”

      Not-quite-Māui laughed at that. “I intend to die soon in any case, if someone already dead can die. Toss myself to the winds until there is nothing left of who I was. It’s what I deserve. Already it is hard to focus. With him gone it’s hard to do much of anything.”

      “Oh.” Steffan frowned into the distance. “And – I know it’ll take more than that, but there’s nothing I can do, even if I wanted to. At least there’s a chance that Tony’ll stop them from killing him, or stop him from killing them, now that she knows it’s not just black and white.”

      “I’m glad you know that,” the ghost said. “Instead of condemning him blindly. Look at me.” Steffan looked, unwillingly. The ghost looked urgent, though he was… wispy, at the edges, trailing off into curls of wind that shifted the mist like whispers. “I’ve been waiting here for someone who would understand. Someone needs to help him, and I cannot.”

      Steffan shifted, uncomfortable. “I can’t, either. These people are out for his blood. There’s nothing I can do.” If he even wanted to, and he wasn’t at all sure he did.

      The ghost laughed. “Really? How strange. He seemed to think you were clever.”

      Steffan glared at him.

      The mockery faded from Māui’s face, like how everything else about him was fading. Steffan was glad, savagely glad. “Please at least think about it?” the ghost said. “He doesn’t deserve this. It was my fault.”

      Steffan paused. Then slowly, laboriously, he stood up once more. “Was it?” he said. “Swear that it was. Swear that he didn’t know that he was killing.”

      “He knew that he was killing,” Māui said, “but he didn’t know that they had thoughts or memories or any range of emotion. He thought they were brute animals at best, monsters at worst. I convinced him of that and kept him from thinking about it.” There was just the vague shape of him sketched out now, and Steffan could see his eyes, earnest and pleading, but the mist was creeping in on the rest of him, obscuring his outline. “He didn’t know what he was doing. I swear this.”

      Steffan looked away. By the time he turned back, the mists had closed, and the ghost, or whatever he’d been, was gone.

      “Time for some thrilling heroics,” he told himself, but he had difficulty believing it.

      He crossed the road, and he had to push the atua aside to get through them, which made him immensely nervous, but they were all just standing there, waiting, some talking amongst themselves, others weighing in to the debate every now and again. They made no move to stop him as he walked forward.

      “No one dies on my watch, do you hear?” Tony was saying, almost a yell. “When Saint gets here no one makes a move, do you understand? Even if he fights you first! Don’t!” Steffan wondered how she intended to stop them.

      He cleared his throat, nervously. “I have a plan,” he said.

      There was outrage, there was uproar. The atua shouted and jeered. “That’s not your place,” the umbrella one yelled, voice high and shrill like the wind at its worst, and others shouted agreement.

      Tony turned taniwha, she was a house, she was an avalanche. Steffan gulped, staring up at her. Tony swung her tail in warning, and the assembled atua fell into uneasy silence.

      The taniwha waved a claw at him. “Go on,” she said, with a brave attempt at cheerfulness.

      Steffan sighed. Then he said, very fast, “Whatever you’re planning, it won’t work. If you confront him outright he’ll never admit he’s wrong; he’ll fight till the end, and this will all just end in more people dead for no bloody reason.”

      Tony lowered her massive head down to him, and he tried not to wince away. She was – alarming, the shape of her head not unlike a tuatara but massive in size, her hide scaly and her eyes huge bulbous lamps of gold. She opened her mouth, and her teeth were very sharp. “Strange,” she said, in her human voice, “that you’re telling us how to best fight a friend of yours.”

      Steffan hung his head. “Him being my friend doesn’t excuse what he’s done,” he said, quiet, too quiet, probably, but it was hard to speak loud enough for them all to hear when his throat was knotted with fear. “I don’t want him dead, and I don’t want any of you dead either. I’ll help you if I can.”

      “Speak up, little messenger,” Ariki drawled, and Steffan flinched away a bit and cleared his throat and spoke more clearly, almost firm, almost confident.

      “If you can hold back on attacking him unless he strikes first, then I can stop him,” Steffan said. “If there’s anyone who can stop him, it’s me. Like you said, I know him. He came to me for help earlier, I think, so I at least have a chance at it. Give me a chance to talk him down so he’s not… on a murderous rampage, and maybe he’ll listen to reason later, you can get your revenge later, I don’t know, just – just give me a chance to do that, please.”

      Ariki stepped forward. “And if you can’t, little one?” he said softly. “If you fail?”

      Steffan swallowed. In for a penny, in for a pound. “Then you can kill the both of us,” he said.

      “And every other damn human in this town,” Ariki breathed, and Tony said, “No,” but the weight of her glare did nothing to settle the atua war party this time. They cheered, and yelled out approval, and some started chanting something that might have been a haka. She was outnumbered.

      Tony swung her head back to him. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said, more quietly.

      “I do,” Steffan lied. “I can do this, I know I can.”

      And the atua screamed and sang for blood.
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      Saint decided to go to the Hikurangi again, or where it had been. It wasn’t like he had anything else to do, and he wasn’t quite sure how else to start hunting what was left of the atua; it seemed pretty likely a few would still be hanging around there. Easy to kill! Ha! Or easy for them to kill him. Either was fine, so to the Hikurangi he went.

      There was Tony all taniwha, and Hinewai, and Ariki-who-he’d-burnt, and others, more than he’d been expecting, a whole crowd of patupaiarehe and one of those shadow beasts and a few bird things and others, ranks and ranks of them. He was a little taken aback by how many people were there, actually. Surely they knew it wasn’t a good idea. There was a murderer around, after all.

      He looked at Tony. Properly, like he should have when he first met her. There was the cheerful girl he’d seen without bothering to really see, and there was the monster that had chased him and swept him into the sea, both at once. She was both of those things. He looked at what was left of the Hikurangi, unwillingly, looked at all that it was. He could feel the death on it, still, he could taste death on his tongue. But there was nothing where it had once been, just empty space, a walkway, nothing.

      He grinned at the atua gathered there. “Run!” he suggested.

      They didn’t run. Brave of them, he guessed. They didn’t run, and he didn’t run, couldn’t run, now, far too late for running. He held out his hands with fire sparking from the tips, and the patupaiarehe – they just stood there. Strange. He’d been expecting them to attack him. Tension was thick in the air, like mist, like ashes.

      “Now would be good,” Tony said, and Saint glanced at her, confused. None of the warriors seemed to pay it any mind, so after a moment he didn’t either.

      There were other things in the crowd, true, but mainly it was made up of patupaiarehe. So many sharp beautiful people. It was strange how he wasn’t scared of them any more.

      They started to chant dark and menacing, stamping at the ground. He rolled his shoulders. Breathed in, shakily.

      Started forward, and then Tony stepped between the main body of the patupaiarehe and Saint, formed a barricade with her body. She was immense, but none of the patupaiarehe even tried to get past.

      Why weren’t they attacking him? Tony had stepped in between him and them, but not to stop them, they were still just standing there, what…

      It didn’t matter, none of it mattered. Saint rolled fire in his hands in readiness and laughed at them all, at them and mainly at him, reeled back and laughed and laughed and laughed, laughed until his ribs ached.

      Tony said something, but he couldn’t hear it over the laughter and over the pounding in his head, and then – then she fell silent. Everything went silent.

      Someone was stepping forwards, past the barrier of Tony’s body, out into the open space. There was no noise, no nothing. Just the patupaiarehe gathered watching, and Saint standing alone, and this man walking slowly towards him through the mists.

      It was Steff.

      The laughter froze in Saint’s throat. Everything froze. It was Steff. Strange he hadn’t recognised him instantly considering that he knew Steff off by heart, the lines and the likeness, the shape of his smile, his scowl, his face, his everything, the curl of his hair and the way he shuffled a bit when he walked and everything. When they’d talked at the café Steff had looked at him like he was a stranger for most of the conversation, and Saint had half thought he’d never see him again, but that was Steff, Steff standing there looking a little startled and wearing glasses again and, and, and an utterly ghastly waistcoat thing, and that was just Steff all over, wasn’t it? Saint should be thankful it wasn’t made out of tweed.

      Tony was talking now, some nonsense about atua, but Saint couldn’t hear her if he tried. He took a step forward. Stopped. There was something about Steff’s face that –

      “Saint,” Steff said.

      And he wasn’t greeting him like an old friend. He was distant and – oh, gods, oh Christ, what had they been telling Steff about him? Or maybe Steff had figured it out; he’d always been a clever one but it didn’t matter, nothing mattered. Steff knew.

      The flames died out. It felt like everything died out.

      Ariki shoved his way past Tony; she held out a claw, stopping him, so he stood there and yelled out a challenge. “They are all in league with each other, you see? We must kill them, all of them!”

      “No. Wait,” Tony said.

      “Kill him at least,” Ariki said. “At the very least, give me that.”

      And Steff said, “No. You don’t need to. I told you, you don’t need to.” He was scared. Saint had never seen him look that scared before. “I can stop him.”

      Saint staggered back under the weight of those words. Because Steff was scared, but he said that anyway, and what if – what if he could? What if he could fix things somehow? It was damn unlikely but Steff was clever, maybe it wasn’t too late, maybe he could be saved –

      Then common sense took over, bitter and real. He jutted his chin and spread his arms and laughed. “Can you?” he said. “You’ve gotten confident all of a sudden.” He grinned. “I’m going to kill every damn one of these things and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

      “No,” Steff agreed. In the background, Ariki grinned.

      Saint grinned broader, stretched his face broad and rigid enough to hurt. “What are you going to do?” he said, more of a yell really, and he laughed again. “Sweetheart, Steffan, you precious stupid man – what could you possibly do to me that’s worse than what I’ve done?”

      “Nothing,” Steff said.

      Saint was laughing so hard he was almost crying, could barely speak. “What’s to keep me from killing you, huh? Tell me that! I’m a monster, everyone knows it. Wouldn’t put it past me! Wouldn’t put anything past me these days – really, though,” and he was serious now, deadly serious, “what can you do? Can you stop me? Stop me from –” He cut himself off, and bit his lip until it bled. He hadn’t meant to sound so pleading.

      Steff shrugged and Saint noticed bruises on his neck, above his stupid collar. We match, he thought, absurdly. “I can’t force you, no,” Steff said. “But I can ask. Saint? Could you stop this, please?”

      Saint stared at him.

      “You need to stop this,” Steff said, gentling his tone a little, which was when Saint realised that until then his voice had been bitingly acerbic. The kind of voice he normally only got when he was really tired, when he’d been working too hard for too long. “Please, Saint. I mean I understand why it might seem that you can’t, not any more, but you can, honestly, and it’s… I know you must think you’re irredeemable but you’re not, and you’re not the only one at fault here. Everyone’s been dying and it doesn’t make any sense and I just – I’m sorry for not believing you earlier, I should’ve, I should’ve said – fuck, it doesn’t matter. We can talk about that, everything, just. Please stop?”

      Saint considered him.

      Saint was… hopeful. Steff’s little speech made him feel hope, and wasn’t that a laugh, that he could still feel hope after all this. He sure didn’t deserve to.

      He had thought, when Steff first stepped out… he’d thought he’d find himself with a knife between his ribs, Steff had looked so disgusted with him. He still did, but maybe it didn’t matter. The atua watched them, sullen and silent, they weren’t attacking him and he didn’t understand and his thoughts were a storm and in the end there was only really one thing that mattered.

      “Will you catch me?” Saint asked.

      Steff just frowned.

      Saint’s breath caught in his throat. He ignored it. “Cool, okay then, thanks for that,” he said, straightening his back to stand proud, spreading out his arms ready to burn and burn and burn and burn. Tony’s shoulders bunched in tension. She was still forming a barricade between him and the patupaiarehe, but those gathered around the outer edge were stepping forward, now, and he’d burn every damn one of them to blood and ashes and nothing could –

      Steff grabbed him and pulled him into a hug, of all things. It was an immensely awkward hug, because neither of them was very good at it. Steff’s glasses were pushed up by Saint’s head and Saint’s nose got smushed into Steff’s collarbone a bit and it was kind of the awkwardest hug he’d ever experienced. But it made up for that in intensity; Steff gripped him almost painfully tightly, and after a moment’s pause Saint decided to hell with it and gripped him just as tight back. This was his best friend and he was never fucking letting go.

      “Yes, you miserable cryptic bastard,” Steff said irritably, the annoyance in his words countered by how tightly his fingers curled at Saint’s back, “whatever it is you’re asking – yes.”

      Saint buried his face in his waistcoat, which smelled of fancy washing powder and hope.

      “Why didn’t you say anything,” Steff said, into his hair. “You idiot, if you just said, if you’d just asked – right back at the start, with the nightmares, you said you were fine, why would you say that?”

      “That was blatant lying, pet, come on,” Saint said, and he stepped back, he spread his arms out wide and laughed. “Don’t you know not to trust me, by now?”

      Saint would take what he could get, of course, but that didn’t mean he was deluding himself into thinking this was anything more than what it was: Steff saying things he didn’t, couldn’t mean. Sure he was here now, when Saint was explosively self-destructive, but he’d never spend time with him after this, let alone be there in his worse times. He was so busy and they’d barely even talked for months now and this couldn’t possibly –

      Steff shrugged. “I don’t trust you,” he said. “Not even slightly. But I don’t really need to, I think? If you trust me that’ll be enough for a start. I just prefer my life with you in it.”

      Well.

      Right, then.

      “You have been,” Saint said very seriously, “and always shall be… a terrible judge of character,” and Steff snorted out a laugh and, eyeing him critically, fixed his hair. Saint swatted his hand away. The exchange was comfy, familiar, like a hundred conversations they’d had. The atua were watching, the patupaiarehe murmuring amongst themselves, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

      “Want to go get that drink now?” Steff said. “We can watch old episodes of Buffy or Doctor Who or something.”

      “You are so immensely geeky,” Saint said, “you’re, like, Geeky McGeekface, sole resident of Geekville, Silicon Valley. But,” he added, magnanimously, “I suppose so. As a favour.”

      Steff rolled his eyes. “You love those shows as much as I do or more, come on.”

      “Blasphemy! I am entirely too excellent to like lame person shows for lame people.” Saint paused. “Is Firefly on the table?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll condescend to join you, then. Entirely out of pity, mind.”

      Steff’s mouth twitched upwards at the corners. “Damned decent of you,” he said.
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      And the killing stopped, then, the bloodshed and hate and all-but-war ended with a hug between old friends, of all things, as the patupaiarehe stood whispering and the city’s guardian was not forced to be unkind.

      She shrank back down to her human form, and leaned heavily against Hinewai. She hadn’t done much because there wasn’t much she could do, but she was on edge, still, at how close that had come to being outright bloodshed. There had been a moment when Steffan seemed like he would fail, and Tony, when she closed her eyes, could picture that far too well, Saint fighting and the others fighting back and all of it escalating, fire and blood and war.

      “This was a fool’s bargain,” Ariki whispered to her, savage.

      Tony looked at the two men standing there, Saint all broken and Steffan shivering, a little. She wondered if Saint knew how close he’d come to consigning the both of them to death.

      “A bargain all the same,” she said, “and don’t worry. Saint still needs to be punished, and he will.” It pained her to say that, but there had to be some kind of balance to these things, it was just how life worked. And she doubted the vengeful masses of fae would settle for anything less. “But not the others – no one else, it’s his fault alone. And not yet.”

      Ariki slowly, grudgingly, nodded, and Tony at last could breathe again.
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      Hinewai watched, as was her custom.

      Work was being done on a new Hikurangi, built on the ashes of the old – an unsightly practice to her eyes, building a new safe haven that still stank of those who’d died in the old one, but Tony was so bright and eager to build it that Hinewai helped, as much as she could.

      This night they were taking a break from the building, though, because there was more important business to be done.

      Tony huddled up against Hinewai’s side. Hinewai patted at her shoulders, her hair, not quite sure what she was meant to be doing.

      “This is so horrible,” Tony said. “I wish I could stop it.”

      Hinewai tilted her head. “After the things he did?” she said. “He’s lucky not to be killed. You did all you could.”

      “No, I… ” Tony shook her head. Shivered. “I could’ve tried harder, but I didn’t. I was just, I was so angry and he’d hurt so many people and I… I could’ve stopped this. I just didn’t want to.”

      “Good,” Hinewai said. “You’re learning.”

      “If this is what I need to learn to be a taniwha,” Tony said, “I wish I’d just stayed human.”

      “No you don’t.”

      “No,” Tony agreed, quiet. “I don’t.”

      After that she fell silent, and they watched together. The rightful punishment of Saint, Saint the murderer, Māui’s pawn, the man with fire in his fingertips and murder in his heart… He looked much less formidable now, somehow. Broken. He didn’t even struggle as they tied his left hand down to the table at the wrist, tied it firm with flax and karakia so it wouldn’t break no matter how he struggled or burnt at it but he didn’t struggle, he didn’t fight, just sat there, slumped, jagged angles and stubbled cheeks and skin bleached with cigarette smoke.

      They used an uhi, for a knife was not fit for this kind of work. Positioned it carefully so the chisel blade rested on the joint between his thumb and his hand, then lifted the club, then brought it down upon the uhi hard, driving the pounamu tip into his flesh. It wasn’t neat: it took several hits before the thing was severed and at first Saint didn’t make a sound, grinding his teeth to keep quiet. He gave up when they started on his index finger, though.

      Hinewai found his sobs, his screams and whimpers a lot more satisfying than she’d venture to say aloud just at the moment, not with her kind girl beside her. She didn’t care, particularly, about any of those who Saint had killed; but Tony did, a lot. Cared about Saint, even, and that made contempt twitch across Hinewai’s skin like spiders, that Tony would spare even a sliver of her heart for this useless crawling man –

      “You’re holding too tight,” Tony said, and Hinewai, startled, dropped her arm back to her side. Tony glanced at her and smiled, dimpley and rueful, and wrapped her own arm around Hinewai’s waist, giving a reassuring squeeze. That made Hinewai feel something entirely too much like real affection, so she looked away. They’d cut off his middle finger now, and were mopping the blood away. Saint was shivering, violently, though it wasn’t a cold night in the least.

      The atua bandaged his hand, smooth and efficient, even chanting prayers over it to hasten the healing. The punishment wasn’t the pain; it was the crippling, rendering his hand – his left hand, noa, the hand that had broken the sacredness of things just as he was the man who’d broken the sacredness of things – useless, forever.

      Saint walked right by where Tony and Hinewai were standing, fumbling a little black phone from his pocket; his face was a portrait of relief when his scholar-man answered.

      Hinewai watched him go, her fingers dancing over an imaginary kōauau, her eyes far away.

      He didn’t deserve Tony’s pity. He certainly didn’t deserve to have a friend who would care for him, who would soothe his hurts, who would whisper comforts to him as though he hadn’t murdered innocents in cold blood. As though he wouldn’t do it again if he thought no one would know. He deserved nothing but pain.

      Hinewai excused herself, and followed him.

      The conversation, whatever it was, must have been a short one. Saint was leaning heavily against a wall, now, eyes staring aimless across the street, cigarette cupped awkwardly in his right hand.

      “Poison,” Hinewai said.

      Saint flinched from her, as he always did; terrified, in some instinctive way that she didn’t understand but couldn’t help but be pleased by. He glanced at the cigarette in his hand. “Well, yeah,” he said. “To be honest, pet, at this moment I’m not really inclined to care.”

      Hinewai hissed and stepped closer, and he straightened, wary, pressing his back solid against the wall with a shiver. “Not that stupid thing,” she said. “You. You’re poison, you’re a cancer that will spread if you are not cut out.”

      Saint was silent for a moment. “Ahh,” he said finally, like he’d understood something of massive importance. “You hate me.”

      Hinewai bared her teeth. “Can you blame me?”

      Saint laughed, cheery and mocking and fake like everything about him was fake, from his hair down to his toes he was a mockery of a man. Then he did something that surprised her; he lifted up his left hand like he was going to burn her, like it was a threat, but then he paused dramatically – always dramatic, this one – before he slammed it against the wall.

      The pain brought tears to his eyes and a stifled cry to his lips; he said around it, stretching out his arms, “Oh, welcome to the club!” before he hunched over for a few moments, arms wrapped around himself, eyes squeezed shut. (Breath was life was spirit, was the soul of you; Hinewai listened. Saint’s breathing was ragged and harsh and gasping, and there was nothing in it but despair, and it was good.)

      “You are an immensely foolish man,” Hinewai said. “What, exactly, was that supposed to accomplish?”

      Saint cracked open an eyelid and grinned at her. “Hurt me,” he said simply.

      Hinewai took a step back. (She wanted to, oh did she want to, dig her fingers into his skin until he bled, pull him apart until there was nothing left.) “What?”

      “Hurt me!” he rasped, and he took two quick steps forward until their faces were close together – too close, she could feel the smoke on his breath. Close enough almost to burn. “You miserable psychotic bitch, you fucked with my head once, you can do it again.”

      “What?” Hinewai said.

      He rested his forehead against hers in a parody of affection, laughing when she pushed him away, eyes fever-bright and grin shaky and face pale with the sweat standing out on it. “Can you make me forget?” he said.

      It took her a moment to understand. She paused, hand half-reaching up to her flute, not quite completing the motion. Tony wouldn’t be pleased. And anyway…“Yes,” she said, and he breathed out, shakily, closed his eyes in relief. “But,” she said, and he looked at her with eyes half-lidded, waiting. “Not without ripping out half of your mind, not without –”

      “Do it,” he said. Still she did nothing, and he stepped back, a safe distance away; spread out his arms and shrugged and said, “I’m here, I’m helpless, come on,” bouncing a little on the balls of his feet, voice cracking in desperation.

      She reached out and rested her hand against his forehead; dug in her nails and he didn’t flinch, didn’t even blink the blood away when it trickled down into his eye. “Stupid human thing,” she said. “You don’t understand.”

      “I don’t understand a single fucking thing,” he said. “Thought this little fiasco made that clear. Do it.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Do it do it do it, coward. Come on, hurt me,” and then he was kissing her, catching her lip between his teeth and biting at it, sliding his tongue along her teeth, savaging her mouth.

      Hinewai stood paralysed for a moment. She’d been so sure, the first time she’d seen him, that he was the true love she’d been searching for. But this was hate, this thing broiling in her stomach, this was contempt. The touch of his lips on hers made her want to eat coals to burn the taint away.

      She put her hand on his chest and pushed him back hard against the wall and while he was stumbling she gripped both of his hands and pinned them against the concrete, too, because you couldn’t be too careful, not with this one.

      Saint licked his lips and grinned. “Not much fun, huh?” he said. His face made her think of dead things, things rotting and abuzz with flies. “To have people shove their way into places they shouldn’t be?”

      It’s not the same, Hinewai wanted to say, but why argue with him? He didn’t deserve her time. And if it was the same…

      Even if it was, he deserved it, he deserved so much worse than that.

      She ground his bandaged hand cruelly against the wall, and he whimpered, almost inaudible. But he let her. Didn’t even struggle, just stood there passively as though he wanted to be hurt. Perhaps she wasn’t the only one who’d thought his punishment insufficient. “All right, then,” she said, yielding, because even better than tearing his body apart would be tearing his mind to pieces, shredding the layers of it till there was nothing of him left. “I’ll rip the memories right out of you, you foolish hateful man. I will tear away everything that makes you you, I will leave you numb and rocking and with no memory of who you were or any you loved or anything you have ever done –”

      He’d been staring at her with a pathetic kind of eagerness, but he stiffened, then. “Wait,” he said, and he tugged against her grip. “Steff? I’d forget Steff?”

      There was something in his voice that made her release him after all, press a finger to his chin and tilt it up to examine his face, because that was… something about the sheer desolation and horror in his voice, that was…“You love him,” she said.

      He glared at her. “Fuck you,” he said, which wasn’t an answer, but it didn’t need to be.

      Hinewai stepped back, stunned. “How… ” Just when she thought she understood this world, the ground was ripped out from under her, time and again. First Tony explaining how kissing could be done with anyone who wanted you to kiss them, not just noble warriors and beautiful maidens, or husbands and wives. And now this. “Wait. If you love him why would you kiss me? To rile me, yes, but surely it would hurt him more than me, if he knew.”

      “It’s not the kind of love you’re thinking of,” Saint said, eyeing her. “It’s pathetically needy friendship, it’s not – why the fuck am I even telling you this? Homophobic fae women, God save me,” and he sidestepped, wary, then started walking away, quick, his shoulders hunched.

      “So you don’t want me to hurt you after all?” Hinewai called after him, confused, confused by everything, confused by this stupid city, confused by this this whole stupid Pākehā world. The only thing that made any sense at all was Tony.

      Saint stopped. Just stood there for a second, slumped and empty. Then he spun around, smiling sparkle-bright. He stretched out his arms and chuckled. “On second thoughts, I don’t really need you to,” he said. “All things considered I think I do a pretty decent job of that on my own!”

      “If you hurt Tony,” Hinewai said before she could think about it, “if you even once take advantage of her kind heart, I will kill you.”

      Saint looked at her. “Steff wouldn’t like that,” was all he said, almost wistful, and then he left.

      She stood on the spot for some time afterwards, though, thinking. There were a lot of kinds of loves, then? The hate-love Whai and Ariki had, and the love Tony had had for Whai, like he was a brother, and the love-between-friends Saint had with his stupid scholar man, and the love she and Tony –

      Hm.

      Hinewai stood thinking for quite some time.

      At last she made her way back to Tony, because Tony was strong as steel but weak, too, and she’d need comforting, and for now that was all that mattered. For now. Later, perhaps, there were other matters to be discussed.
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      (Some weeks later.)

      There was a knock at the door. Steffan eyed his mess of paperwork and rubbed at his forehead; he was starting to get a headache. It was rare for him not to have a headache, these days. He’d suspect that it was due to Ariki… to what Ariki had done, but he had asked Hinewai about it, and she assured him brusquely that Ariki’s work was more elegant than that. Very brusquely. Steff disliked her, partly for that and partly for how Saint still went wide-eyed and shaking and pale and – and Steffan didn’t know why, exactly, but he had a feeling that it was due to something that Hinewai had done. That her work, unlike Ariki’s, was far from elegant.

      So, the aching in Steffan’s head was psychosomatic or stress-related, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. And the person at the door was almost certainly Saint. That was not very likely to reduce stress.

      He stood up anyway and opened the door. Saint didn’t look like he needed anything, or like he was on the run from anything. In fact he just… looked like he wanted to be there, which was strange. Strange mainly because Steff had started to get used to it.

      Saint lifted up the six-pack of beer he’d brought and grinned. “I thought you might be busy, pet,” he said.

      “I am busy,” Steffan said, eyeing him. “… Wait, you thought I might be busy so you decided it was a good idea to come over? How does that make sense?”

      “You work too hard,” Saint said, beatific, “someone needs to keep an eye on you,” and he pushed his way through. Steffan let him.

      “Beer is disgusting,” he called after him, shutting the door. Saint just laughed.

      “So!” he said, seating himself on the ground with his back to the sofa. “Busy doing clever clever genius things, I suppose?”

      Steff glanced over at the table, with all the work he had to do. Too much to do tonight even if he stayed up till dawn, probably, and his head throbbed just thinking about it.

      So he sat on the couch, instead, and flicked on the TV. “Very clever clever,” he said, then added, seriously, “Quantum physics stuff. You’ve probably never heard of it.”

      Saint tugged out a beer bottle and had a draught, then sighed and let his head fall backward, eyes closed in bliss. He looked entirely too comfortable for someone sitting on the floor. “Normal physics is too mainstream,” he said, and Steffan grinned.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Changing your major isn’t exactly fun, either.” Saint had sort of lazily expanded – he always did that, like he felt the need to fill all available space with a sprawl of limbs – but he’d kept his maimed hand tucked close to his chest. It was still wrapped loosely in bandages, even though the need for them had passed. “I’m beginning to think I ought to pursue my atua research secondary to my other studies, without the backing of any institute, but no journals would take my articles, then, not if I didn’t have relevant qualifications.” He let out an irritated breath. “I’ll figure it out eventually.” Though not without entirely too many late nights, so a break was welcome, really. “So, uh… any preferences?”

      “I’m pan, you know that,” Saint said, not opening his eyes.

      Steffan thumped the remote against his head, not terribly hard. “Viewing preferences, idiot.”

      “Whatcha got?” Saint said, and stretched out his arms. “Surprise me!”

      They watched Iron Man in companionable silence, drinking horrible beer. It was nice.

      Steff was forced to adjust his original assessment, though: Saint wasn’t physically hurt, sure. (Which was a relief. The atua – they liked hurting him, casually and thoughtlessly, and, more worryingly, Saint just let them, like he thought he deserved it, and that made Steffan’s heart clench. High school was over, and Saint’s godawful mess of a home situation was long behind him, and Steff had thought he was done with Saint showing up on his doorstep tugging down his sleeves to hide his bruises.) But he was tired, drained. He drank too much and too quickly. He didn’t talk enough.

      Well he still talked far more than most people, obviously, but – for Saint? He didn’t talk enough, not anywhere near.

      “What’s wrong?” Steffan asked finally, quietly, as the movie’s jubilant credits rolled.

      “Absolutely nothing is… ” Saint said, then stopped. “Right, yeah, we were trying to go for a sort of… actually communicating thing, weren’t we.”

      “That’s the idea, yes.”

      “Right.” Saint scrubbed at his face. “I don’t know. Just. Some days are hard, Steff. I wanted to see you. Thass all.”

      He looked tired. Sounded it, too. Steffan slid forward and down, so he was sitting next to Saint. “You need to get some sleep, idiot,” he said. “Go to bed.”

      “You offering, pet?” said Saint, damn him. “… Ow jeez stop doing that,” he said a moment later, sheltering his head with his arm and eyeing the remote like it had fangs. “I’m pretty sure you’re not meant to hit people with those. It’s like, forbidden in the warranty. Do you want to be a warranty violator, Steff? Do you? Do you need that on your conscience right now? Give it thought.”

      He’d used his right arm, even though that involved twisting his body improbably. His left one was still tucked against his side, and he must’ve noticed Steffan staring, because he frowned a little, then shrugged and tugged off the wrappings, holding it up and wiggling his ring and pinky fingers, though he could barely move them at all. “Vroop vroop,” he said, fierce and manic. “Ladies and gentlemen, come one, come all to view the astounding evidence of exactly how royally I’ve fucked things up, because I just love showing off the wreck of a perfectly good appendage. Honestly, every time I look at these stumps it’s like Christmas in my heart! I thank every god I know of every day that I wasn’t a pianist! I… ugh.” He drew up his knees and slumped his head on them, hunched and wretched.

      Saint never used to be this open or vulnerable and raw. Ever since… everything that had happened, it was like – it was like he’d been stripped of his skin, like he was a bundle of raw nerve endings.

      Steffan waved at Saint’s mauled hand. “Why do you still cover it up?” he said. “You’re not exactly the only injured person out there, and you’re not even impaired by this, really, you don’t have anything to complain about.”… Yeah, nice. Tactful. “I mean – I didn’t mean that like it sounded.”

      Saint looked surprised. “Cover it? I don’t at work,” he said, like this was obvious. “Just. You.”

      “What about me?”

      “Well I. Just. You. You’re.” Saint screwed up his face in a grimace. “You’re like… I mean, you’re my best friend, and that’s good – though incidentally, as a wingman you’re rather lacking, I mean would it kill you to condition? But it goes beyond that. It’s like… I can’t live without you, or something. You make me better.”

      “Well, someone has to,” Steffan said. “And it’s – argh, no, I don’t mean to say it’s like a duty, I… ” He hunched up. “You make me better. As well. I’m not myself without you.”

      Saint raised an eyebrow at him. “You too, eh?” he said. “Hm. That’s good, I guess.” He raised the other eyebrow, inquiring. “Want to only talk about how much we need each other when we absolutely have to, and otherwise be stoic and cavalier about it all the time because in this society men aren’t allowed to have such close friendships without being perceived as weaker for it?”

      “God yes,” Steffan said, profoundly grateful.

      “Good man. Now come on,” he said, stifling a yawn, “hurry up, let’s watch the second one. I never got a chance to see that.”

      “It’s not as good,” Steffan warned, but he got up to change the discs anyway.

      “Lies,” Saint said lazily, “lies and slander. The only way a movie containing the combined beauty of Robert Downey Jr and Gwyneth Paltrow could be anything other than great is if it burned out our eyes with its sheer glory.”

      “You say that now…” Steffan said, settling back down, awkwardly, beside him. It was unpleasantly dusty on this level. “I should vacuum.”

      “No,” Saint said. “We’re about to continue our adventures in the chronicles of a bastard hero who has to learn to do good, and you want to talk about household maintenance?”

      “I won’t talk about cleaning if you don’t talk constantly about Tony Stark’s jawline.”

      “It’s an amazing jawline,” Saint said amicably. “I will make no such promise.”

      He talked a little less, at least, and yawned more. Half an hour in he got out a cigarette, but fumbled it. Swore softly. Wedged it irritably between the two unmoving fingers on his left hand, and lit it with a flash of flame from his right.

      Steffan raised his eyebrows at that. “You can still –”

      “Can’t just ignore bad things and hope they go away,” Saint said.

      Steffan reached out impulsively to give his hand a reassuring squeeze, which just turned out awkwardly, because Saint needed to rearrange the cigarette and had time to give him a Sceptical Look. Steffan persisted, stubbornly, then fixed his eyes on the screen like he hadn’t just held his hand.

      Saint crooned gently, “Gaaaay.”

      “I was trying to be a good friend, shut up!”

      Saint didn’t shut up, of course. He never did. Steffan, though …Steffan was just glad that the house wasn’t silent any more.

      Though he would never actually voice that aloud, because screw trying to have good communication – the amount of taunting that little gem of over-poetic sentiment would earn him wasn’t worth it at all. He was content just to sit here in not-silence, because this wasn’t healthy, what they had, it was far too co-dependent for that; but that didn’t change the fact that Saint being here, even just on occasional visits, made this place home.

      Also raised the power bills considerably for some reason. How many showers did one person even need, honestly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Tony clapped. “Yay! Well done!”

      The patupaiarehe man who’d been doing the work, Whetu, looked awfully pleased with himself. “It is a fair foundation,” he said, wiping his hands, “we can build from this. I can’t say this new café will ever match the glory of the old, but it will serve. We can take this chance to change it, perhaps.” He raised his eyebrows meaningfully. “Move with the times.”

      “You mean sell alcohol?”

      “Yes.”

      Probably a bad idea, but – she thought of Whai grinning when she said she’d buy him liquor next time they met. “Okeydoke.”

      Whetu looked pleased. “Excellent, that should… ” he said, trailing off. She followed his line of sight; his eyes were fixed on a human girl walking past, college age or so, probably going to a bar to relax and certainly not in any hurry to be attacked by a scary fae man. Tony rolled her eyes.

      “Nope,” she said, pushing him back between the palms, “nope nope no killing people not even a bit – you know the rules.” The atua had mainly taken to those rules well, which was a relief. No more drownings or comas to haunt her dreams, or at least she hoped not. No more screwing with people’s minds. “Get back to work.”

      “I was only going to kill her a little,” he protested, “but – as you say, taniwha,” and he went back to work, making grandiose weaving motions in midair, tying threads of magic together.

      Tony, seated on a raised step, swung her legs a bit, contented. She chewed on some dried dolphin as a treat – they only ever used meat from dolphins that had been killed in accidents, so it was okay to eat it. Dolphins were jerks, anyway.

      Work had been going well. The atua community, in general, had settled down, though the newly-come patupaiarehe were a little difficult to control at times; with Hinewai’s help she managed it, though. Mainly. It was pretty possible that a few patupaiarehe had succeeded in luring people to their beds, or occasionally death, when Tony was too busy to pay attention, but…

      Secretly, in her heart of hearts, she occasionally thought this was kinda fair, really. Saint had killed so many atua that it seemed only reasonable for a few humans to be killed in turn – nooo no not good, that wasn’t fair at all! It was the dark ancient taniwha-heart of her that thought it, mainly, the part that thought revenge was a totally good idea and murder was justifiable. She was handling it fine.

      The trick was balance, really. At least Ariki had banished himself back to the hills, meaning that she didn’t have to punish him for his role in things. Not that he’d done it to ease her peace of mind; he’d left in disgrace, yes, but his people were here now and here to stay, and Tony suspected that him leaving had had more to do with personal choice than perceived justice. It was his rivalry with Whai that had kept him there. With no foe to taunt and challenge and beat, he had no reason to stay. She’d accept that as reason enough, so long as he stayed gone.

      Saint, though…

      It was hard to keep atua from killing him, though at least he’d stopped trying to kill them. Stopped trying to do much of anything, really; he still talked and wisecracked, but it was a lot more self-deprecating now, and he had a kind of perpetual slouch, and he smoked all the time. Still. All things considered, he was holding up pretty okay. Maybe. All right, he wasn’t holding up okay at all. He hated dealing with atua, of course, after all that he’d done, so they, vengefully, made sure he had to deal with them quite a lot.

      Tony was sort of worried they were going to try and make him work in the café when it was finished, which would likely be unpleasant for everyone involved, but she’d let them try. She let them do anything so long as none of them hurt him particularly. That was fair, and she had to be fair now.

      Though Saint punished himself enough all on his own, really. He seemed pretty broken still, except when he was hanging out with Steffan. Not that he stopped seeming broken then, but he stopped trying to hide it. Occasionally he even cracked a smile, probably. She hoped so. He was a murderous bastard and all, but seeing him without a smile on his face and a joke on his lips felt wrong somehow.

      One of the people walking by her stopped to stare at the milling atua. Oops. She’d thought the darkness would be cover enough. “Hello, everything’s fine over here!” she said, waving, but that just made the guy blanch and stare at them even more intently. Oops again. She’d left her hand clawed.

      Before she could really start worrying, Hinewai stalked up to the fellow and stared at him, stood with her face a few inches from him and glared ferociously right into his eyes. He gulped and fled. Tony grinned proudly.

      Though. That reminded her.

      “Hin!” she said, hopping to her feet and jogging over. “I’m sorry, all the work on this has slowed down our epic quest for finding your true love! Wanna do some more searching now? There’s some bars we haven’t hit yet, it’d be fun.”

      Hinewai examined her thoughtfully.

      “Maybe we could take Bucket Fountain girl,” Tony said, babbling a bit under the intensity of that gaze. “She needs to get out more, I think. Maybe she’d stop splashing water on people if she had more fun. And you know the cityfae have been on about being included in stuff more.”

      Hinewai scowled. “I dislike her.”

      “Whaaat? But she’s colourful and cute and nice!”

      “Hmph,” Hinewai said.

      “Hin, come on – I mean, you helped me with Māui. I want to help you with this!”

      Hinewai stayed where she was and said nothing.

      “Hinewai?” Tony said, suppressing a sigh. “C’mooon, we need to look for your true lo – mmmmph –”

      Hinewai pulled back. “I think I’ve already found her,” she said matter-of-factly, and she stalked away, leaving Tony to stand there and stare after her, hand hovering over her lips.

      “Oh,” she said.

      Then she crowed, “Yes!” really loudly and punched the air. Which made people stare more, but this time she didn’t care in the slightest.
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      Saint climbed.

      There wasn’t any hurry, so he climbed slowly. Flight after flight of steps, around and around and around. He managed not to think, to just focus on the rhythm of it, the beat of his heart against his ribs, his breath in his throat, his feet on the steps. At last he reached a floor that he judged was high enough, and slipped out into the offices. Pretending that he belonged there was enough, as it always seemed to be – lovably fearless. That was all it took, really. If you had enough arrogance to think that the world worked however you wanted it to, then it did.

      Except for those very important times when it didn’t.

      He went to an office and locked the door behind him, conscientiously, then opened the window and climbed out. It was a brisk day, windy, and he stepped with care onto the ledge that ran around the building, the reason why he’d chosen this one. He stood there, and looked down.

      The city spread out below him, the tall buildings, the docks, all the steep hills with their brightly coloured houses, the sea. He looked at it all.

      A gust of wind caught him, and he staggered for a second, and said, “Oops,” and sat down carefully, and then less carefully, because hey, the ledge was pretty broad.

      Saint lit a cigarette. It seemed the thing to do. He sat there, and blew smoke that was whipped away by the wind, and swung his legs out over nothingness, and for the first time in days he almost felt comfortable in his own skin. Sights like this made you forget yourself. They made the world so big that your worries were too small to crush you.

      Did it matter that some of the people in those streets far below him were human and some were other? That some were sharp creatures looking for green-life-growth-of-trees in the buildings, playing mist-music at the corners for coins?

      No, he decided, not really. Certainly not from this distance. You couldn’t tell the difference, from up here.

      The atua were – amoral, was the best word. He thought, as he sometimes did, about that day when he’d met Hinewai on the bus, and whether any of this would even have happened if not for that. Her fault, and his fault, and Noah’s fault, so what did it matter who was what? What did anything matter, really? Saint breathed in smoke thoughtfully, and blew it out again, and thought about wind and breathing and being alive, and the fact that he still was.

      He didn’t know how to feel about that. It was worse when he came to high places, of course, because there was always that temptation there, more than a little. Right now, there was no one there to catch him.

      But here, now, being alive – he could handle this. One breath at a time, one day at a time. He could do this. He kinda had to. Steff’d be really annoyed at him, otherwise. Also heartbroken.

      The wind was strong up here, tugging at him insistently. Not very helpful, really, so he ignored it, till a curl of wind caressed his face and – oh, right, he’d almost forgotten, how could he forget such a dear friend when they’d parted on such bad terms, he’d know him anywhere, that was –

      “Noah?” Saint said, disbelieving, and he turned to greet him with a grin, but there was no one there. “Noah. Hey! Noah?”

      He waited.

      “… Hey, come on, pet, don’t give me the cold shoulder,” he said, grin fading, but there was no reply. He’d have been contented with a whisper of farewell, at the very least, some kind of closure, but there was nothing. So he waited, stubbed out his cigarette and leaned back grimly and watched the city and waited, waited, as the wind whispered but not in words he could ever hope to understand.
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      The Wind City was first published in 2013. Through the usual quirks of publishing, rights reverted to me in 2020, and since I changed my name in the meantime it felt like the time for a second edition.

      This novel was written while I lived in Kirikiriroa, over which the Waikato-Tainui confederation of iwi has kaitiakitanga. Iwi who have kaitiakitanga over Pōneke, where The Wind City is set, include Te Atiawa, Ngāti Toa Rangatira and the Taranaki Whānui ki te Upoko o te Ika collective.

      If you enjoyed this book, an excellent place to learn more about the stories it draws from is Pūrākau: Māori Myths Retold by Māori Writers, edited by Witi Ihimaera and Whiti Hereaka. Some stunning novels by Māori speculative fiction or pūrākau writers include Cassie Hart’s tense and suspenseful Butcherbird, Whiti Hereaka’s masterful Kurangaituku alongside the rest of her bibliography, and Sascha Stronach’s excellently queer novel The Dawnhounds. These recommendations are intended as jumping-off points and are by no means exhaustive. Fiction and speculative fiction in Aotearoa is thriving, worth reading widely and hungrily.
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      Riverwitch

      Self-taught witch Ashley Robinson spends most of her time on community work and picking up litter. When something goes badly wrong with the Waikato River, Ash is determined to get to the bottom of it. If only Bryony Manu, the other witch in town, could put aside their arrogance to help.
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      Foxhunt

      
        
        “It’s an inclusive, optimistic vision of the future, rounded out by beautiful imagery and an effortlessly diverse cast. This enthralling story is a winner.” – Publishers Weekly (starred review)

        

      

      
        
        In a lush far-future world, Orfeus the singer just wants to be famed and adored. When a bounty hunter comes after her, she’ll do anything to figure out why, but in her carelessness she risks disaster. There are worse monsters than the Wolf hiding in the peaceful green.
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