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1 THE OLD MAN
 
Most people don't know he exists. 
Few who have seen him remember. 
I know what he looks like, and I’m not meant to tell. 
I'll whisper it to you though, if you promise not to yell.
 
———— 
 
 
He’s an old man, but not so old that you would offer an arm if you know what I mean. His face is long, not tired, and not unhappy. He just looks like he's been doing the same thing since Adam met Eve.
He doesn't have a name, or at least not one he remembers. Most people have never heard of him. Most think the dreams they dream when the world shutters its lamp are their own. They don’t know he writes them all. But I do. And now you do too.
He sits at a desk a few shades darker than his dusty, pine green trousers, and writes in the bright leather dream books that his assistants pass him from the shelves. He grips the same pen he's always gripped, rifled silver with a clip that never gets used because he never lets it go.
His assistants are a strange lot — each one a tangle of roughly drawn lines that don’t make physical sense. A triangle head sits on a mess of scribbles that run down their middle. Long spindly arms and short legs poke out at awkward angles connecting triangular hands and feet. Woven between their fingers is a web of nettle threads and green-spider silk. Their webbed palms open like Polynesian outrigger sails, they catch dreams like the sails catch wind. 
The few times The Old Man has tried to describe his assistants in a dream, their heads start to shake and they make frantic chattering noises. Their arm and leg lines wobble and blur like guitar strings plucked and left. But even then, they still do their job. They pick up the books, put them into the cart, into The Device, and wait. They stand like distracted things found on the bent corner of a boring school book, things that should never be lifted up and out into the brick and wood frame of the world. They don’t belong there. But when the Old Man sends them, they go. 
The Device gets the dreams down to the sleepers. It sits in the middle of the room next to The Old Man's, its whirring and clunking so constant he barely hears it over the scratching of his pen tip across the pages of his dream books. There was a time The Old Man knew its every pipe and dial, but he doesn’t have time to think about such details now, his assistants take care of that.
He can see The Device when his assistants open the door to push the rickety old cart filled with books from his room into the next. Sometimes he watches as one of them climbs the wooden stepladder and pushes a dream into the slot like the postman delivering mail. Sometimes he watches the contraption shake in panic, not enough for the rivets around its pipes to pop, but enough to make you scared they might. Most of the time, however, he is in the middle of writing something fantastic and doesn't stop. Who has time for watching what others are doing when there’s doing of your own to be done?
 
————
 
Here, shuffle over and let me tell you about how I met him. It’s not a long story, and we’ve both got a bit of time on our hands. 


2 HOW MANY HAVE YOU GROWN?
 
 
Of dark things and dreamers, 
And drops in the swell,
Black wings and the little white lies that they sell.
 
————
 
 
The Old Man arrived in my room late one night last winter. Didn't knock; didn't clear his throat; just appeared with his brown leather briefcase and its big brass clasp. He smelled of dust and old things. He looked like my grandfather reporting for his job at the City Council.
 
He set the briefcase down on my dresser, the leather slapped on the dresser’s polished top, and a cloud of dust shot into the air, drifted back down, and slid off the hardwood surface I had wiped clean earlier that day. He flicked the clasp of the case open and thrust his hand inside. He rummaged around and pulled out a chipped wood clipboard. He patted his pockets, sighed, and then stuck his hand back into the case. Two grunts later, he pulled out a silver pen, clicked the end, then reached up with his other hand and smoothed his white hair over from its impeccable part. 
He turned to me, his wire rimmed spectacles zeroing in on my face. “How many done-things have you grown in the last thirty days?” His words were clipped and quick, the shortness giving his voice an edge of panic, mismatched with his blue, calm, accountant-style shirt.
I extended my arm and shook his hand because he had that kind of look about him. Like shaking his hand was the right thing to do. “I'm not sure who you are or what you mean.” 
“Yes, yes, greetings Matthew. Who I am is not important. Now, how many have you grown?” He tapped his pen against the clipboard, in time with his foot which he tapped on the floor. 
I straightened. How did he know my name?
“Dreams, dreams.” His eyes darted around the room. “How many dreams have you grown into done-things? I don't have long.” 
But he did have long; he had a long black coffee, and I had a white tea. 
We moved to the kitchen. The smell of fish and chips and salt hung thick in the air from my dinner. I swept the cold crumbs, Tomato Sauce, and white bread off the bench — ‘even if you’re worse for wear, a guest deserves your best’ my mother used to say. I pulled a chair out for The Old Man.
“Every dream I send has a place in the world,” he said as he sat. 
“Sounds like a song.” I hadn’t meant to say that aloud.
“Yes. Well. When it's finished being a dream, and the dreamer grows it into a done-thing, it slots into its place out there.” The Old Man waved his arm out in an arc. “Or at least it should. The nightmares are how I knew something was wrong. How I knew I had to talk to you.” His hand around the coffee cup shook in excitement. “Nightmares have always happened, of course, they find their way in when a dream hasn't grown into a done-thing. Nobody knows where they come from, and they used to number so few that nobody cared. But it's different now. There are so many of them, oh so many. I had hoped. I had thought... the thought came before the hope obviously, given the nature of the mind... I had thought I might be wrong. But I see now I wasn't. What will we do, what will we do?”
“What does it mean?” I said.
He stirred his coffee and looked into the cup. Three circles clockwise, three circles counterclockwise, and back again. 
 
Clink, clink, clink. 
Clink, clink, clink.
 
“I said, what does it mean, Sir? I think I’ve been especially polite and good mannered about all of this, but it’s late, I’m tired, and I really don’t understand what’s going on.” I regretted my tone. I had taken a sleeping pill thirty minutes earlier, but the tea seemed to be fighting it now, and my calmness was starting to slip. “Sorry, sir I’m —”
“There are pieces of the world missing,” The Old Man said, “too many pieces. We expect a certain number of dreams to fall out, of course, that is unavoidable and most natural. But this many? No, it is entirely unnatural! The world does not build itself, it needs your dreams to be grown into done-things. Without them, there would be no planes, cars, phones or even that little glass bulb that lets you turn night into day.” He pointed at the nightlight in its freshly dusted white shade. “They are required. And it is not simply the fact that the world cannot be built, as if that were not bad enough. No, there are also now too many undone-dreams. These all fall somewhere, and I suspect that’s where the nightmares are climbing and crawling up into the sleep space.”
I imagined the nightmares as things with long spindly legs, crawling up the side of the bunk bed I slept in as a kid, and shivered.
“My assistants talk of days when the nightmares outnumbered the dreams, what a terrible time. What a terrible thing to imagine. They pull the world apart you realise? They take those beautiful done-things of good, and pull them out of place with their long awful claws and their wicked black wings.”
I shivered again. 
The Old Man sucked in a breath between his teeth. “Do you know of the last undoing?” He bowed his head slightly and peered at me over his spectacles the way a parent does when talking to a child. Only, I was the same height as him, so it looked a little strange.
I shook my head.
“The last undoing was a most, most, troubling time,” The Old Man said. “People stopped doing the things they’re meant to do. So the world stopped growing.” 
Even though I still wasn’t sure who he was, where he came from, or if this was all, in fact, a bizarre dream that could be explained away by the cheese on toast I had before bed — for some reason I felt that I had let him down, and even stranger, that made me sad.
“You believed you knew everything that was true,” The Old Man said, “and that everything you knew, was in fact true. So, so sad. You stopped growing dreams into done-things to such an extent that the nightmares took over and darkened your minds.”
I nodded and continued weighing up the chances of this being a ludicrous dream. 
“You fought with axes, spears, and knives because that’s what you believed you should be doing. Because that’s what your kings and queens told you. You listened when they said the nightmares were real, and that fighting the other side was the only way to stop them. You believed the songs that sung of slights. You swung swords in retribution, for attacks you’d never suffered, from armies you’d never met.” His shoulders dropped and his face softened. “Oh, how you fought, and oh, how the world suffered. It was a terrible time to be alive and an even more terrible time to be watching. You brought yourself back on track eventually, well, with a little help from some inspired dreamers. You really do have more to thank Leonardo and Michelangelo for than you realise.”
“The artists?”
“Yes, Matthew, the artists. So that is the scale of the problem we face. That is what we must stop.” He tilted his head to the side as if listening to something I couldn’t quite hear.


3 BRIGITTA SPINKS￼
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“Did you know Valerie Willis went to school down the road? She grew up just like we did. Look at her now. There’s a poster of her in the canteen saying she hated the training but loved to win, and you can’t have one without the other. I’m gonna train like her. Already set my alarm for an hour earlier, you should too.” 
 
- Ariana Cleveland, 12 years old.
 
————
 
 
While The Old Man made himself at home in a Millington suburb not far from the city, Brigitta Spinks rode a passenger train into the central business district. The swings and slides of Grasslands Park rushed by the train’s double glazed windows in a blur.
Brigitta shook the train attendant’s hand. “Why hello there, I’m Brigitta Spinks. So very pleased to meet you. Such great, consistent work you are doing here, it really is a breath of fresh air to see someone following such a beautifully reliable pattern.”
The train attendant regarded Brigitta with an expressionless set of eyes and continued swaying down the aisle, clipping tickets to a metronome-like rhythm over the engine’s thrum.
 
Click, click, click. 
Click, click, click.
 
Imagine an ex-army officer, turned advertising agent, turned politician. That was Brigitta. You could see the hardness beneath the soft red lipstick. Her eyes sparkled, but not in a friendly way. Her pale cheeks flushed red, but with makeup, not warmth; she was more predatory than amused; less spritely than calculating. 
She wore a pistol-grey suit with sharp, bright angles. The suit’s edges seemed to cut the air in front of her, making way for its master. Her shoes were black, functional, and fitting.
When she walked, a gold bracelet on her left wrist clinked against its matching silver mate to remind her of its worth. 
According to her company profile in the glossy welcome pamphlet, ‘Brigitta catches the train because she respects its efficiency and the robustness of its schedule. Never late, always doing what it’s meant to be doing. As reliable as the world used to be’.
Brigitta was sitting on the train, being interviewed for an article in the city paper. It was a piece on the current state of jobs in the city, and a response to the controversial comments made at a press event by one of her team that ‘dreams are for losers, and real men move Cogs’. Brigitta couldn’t agree more.
She was midway through her response. “My Dear, it has never been proven that dreams are good for you in any regard. Or that they have contributed anything to society. Show me the research.  Do you know what has contributed? Industry. Hard work. Cogs that turn the way they should. I know that's not sexy; work ethic doesn’t wear curls, but it makes the world move, Darling.”
She paused for effect as her mouth and eyes finished the sentence with a convincingly sincere smile.
“But don’t mistake me, nobody in my company is saying children shouldn’t dream. Far from it. We are one hundred percent supportive of under-fives dreaming. Studies have shown that children younger than five are very inefficient workers,” she said into the grey and black audio device held by a young journalist.
Hunched forward with the device pointed at Brigitta’s perfect smile, the journalist nodded and asked another question.
“Oh, I’m not just running for the presidency, my Dear. I’m trying to save the world.”
Ten minutes later the interview was over and the train had stopped. Brigitta shook the reporter’s hand and stepped through the automatic doors. She looked up at the sign above her like she did every morning and inhaled deeply. The sign read ‘Millington City Central Station’, and the air smelled of brake pads and oil. The smell of industry. The smell of achievement, she thought with a grin.
It was a short walk to Brigitta’s office from the train station and its towering pillars. 
Each morning she allowed herself one indulgent look back down the emotionless row of concrete giants holding the station’s roof steady. It was the same view every time, but it still made her smile; iron tracks that shot like a conquering soldier’s bullets from platform to the horizon. Those perfectly parallel lines that cut across the world’s rivers, hills and oceans, all met here. Such an astounding feat of industry and applied science. That is what our minds and hands are for, she thought. That is what will make this world great again. 
Brigitta’s smile dropped. Her eyes halted in disgust at a train parked on a track of its own. ‘KILL THE MACHINE’ was spray painted in a patchy black rush against the grey riveted steel. Then, on the next carriage down, ‘DONT BELIEVE THE LIES. DREAMS MATTER’, was written in thick, dripping and straight-lined letters, as if a paint roller had been dipped in a bucket of white paint and pushed up, then sideways, then up, and sideways, until the words were done. She glared at the carriage, then sighed and kept walking. 
The central station forecourt was always a bustling scene. Hundreds of little people going about their little lives, ignorant of their part in the bigger production. Today there was an extra actor on the stage. A small girl with brown pigtails and a red dress sat on a bench seat against the station’s wall. A yellow notebook stickered with ‘This Diary Belongs to Lisa’ lay on the bench beside her, she was holding a brown toy horse in both hands. She stared at it for a second, huffed, then slammed it into a black barrel rubbish bin to her left. It banged and bounced down the bin’s aluminium sides. Brigitta looked up at the giant windows above the girl. The shape of a single black bird was just visible on the edge of the windowsill. It was perched in the shadows and blended into the blackness, nearly out of sight. But Brigitta knew it was there. She knew where all the winged things worked. She nodded in the direction of the bird and the shape extended its wings like a crucifix being stood upright. Brigitta smiled. “Don’t worry my little pet, the night will be here soon enough, then your presence will be harder to ignore.” She breathed in one last whiff of the station and continued walking.
Brigitta found him on the final stretch before her office. He was leaning against the poster-plastered wall with a well-used guitar cradled in his arms. He started playing as she approached, unkempt hair moving in time to the strumming. 
A busker. 
She shook her head in disgust. Buskers are the worst example of idle. Dirty, unorganised, lacking direction, and more often than not, entirely devoid of output. A commercial musician is a moderately acceptable vocation. Advertising and marketing need music, it makes for effective engagement with consumers. But busking? Why it is simple self-indulgence at its worst. She took note of the location. So close to her own office. The gall is as disturbing as the act itself. They seemed to be getting bolder and bolder, she thought.
 
————
 
Brigitta arrived at her office, closed the door behind her, and picked up the steaming coffee waiting on her desk, exactly where it should be. As bare as all other eighty-two offices in the building, hers was nearly identical to the rest. The white plastic lamp, the up-to-date, but, not-cutting-edge computer, this month’s inspirational reminder on work ethic framed on the wall. The requirements on her to work and therefore the tools needed were the same as everyone else in the company, so there was no need for her office to be any different, regardless of her position. Uniformity breeds compliance, which is needed for control.
She stepped into the next room at precisely 8:15 AM, just like she did every day. Along both sides of the room were giant map sections. Each one had a dozen red pins sticking out of different locations. Each pin had a neatly written note beneath it with a photo of a factory, or in some cases a giant chimney pumping productive and poisonous smoke into the sky. Between every few maps was a column of coloured graphs.
Brigitta took her coffee in both hands and walked alongside one of the walls, stopping at each map as if she were admiring postmodernism in the metropolitan museum of art. She raised the white porcelain cup to painted red lips at every stop.
 
Step, step, raise, sip.
Step, step, raise, sip.
 
Over to the other side of the room and back along its length.
Back in her office, David arrived for their 10:15 AM, three minutes early as always. As expected.
He was dressed in a smart but unexceptional suit. His black hair was shiny, not over-styled, but well-groomed — just right for a man of his position. 
“Here you are, Ma’am.” he handed Brigitta a printed report pack with black and white lettering on the front. “Reasonable day yesterday, the —” 
“Reasonable, David?”
“Sorry, Ma’am. The results were above average in our key areas.”
Brigitta smiled. “Much better, reasonable means nothing.”
“I know, sorry, Ma’am.” David stood straight. His hands were clasped in front of his suit jacket, and he breathed in through his nose. “The Shannon City and Kapiti Lake factories were both finished yesterday, so that’s three new set ups this month, eight new workers trained, and just over two hundred Cog turns made. That’s a six percent increase week on week. A nine percent increase month on month, and we’re on track for eleven percent annual growth. So, all graphs are showing the trend they should.”
“Brilliant, thank you, David. Upward towards progression. Upward towards greatness.”
David turned to walk out of the office.
“Oh, David?” Brigitta said. “One more thing, please. I need a relocation fulfilled. There’s another busker on Featherston Lane, see to it immediately would you?”
“Of course. Right away.”
David closed the door behind him and Brigitta turned to stand in front of the window. Arms behind her back, she waited for the scene to unfold.


4 REDEMPTION SONG￼
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“Bro, I’m telling you. I used to dance every day, just like that, better even. Where did the years go? And where did those moves go? 
I’m not that old, am I?” 
 
- Huia Brown, 37 years old.
 
————
 
 
David’s mind was clear as he approached the corner Brigitta had directed him to.
 
Two years ago, on his first relocation run, he had been a bundle of nerves and conflicted emotions. He remembered his palms sweating and the prickly red moving up his neck at the first exchange of words with the skater he had been sent to move. It had escalated quickly from an uncertain conversation to a convincing exchange of blows. Swinging the first punch had been the hardest: the fleshy slap that sounded as his bony knuckle hit the unsuspecting face. The man’s shocked look was still scratched into his memory — ‘man‘ was being generous, that skater can’t have been older than nineteen. David had interrupted his peaceful afternoon with violence, anger, and fists.
Beating a fellow human till they bled, and forcibly moving them from where they wanted to be, was not what he had signed up for. But now it was often part of his day, and when he reflected on it later, those emotions and nerves had been wasteful. The only thing he wondered now was how long it was going to take, and if he was going to get blood on his cuffs. He always took his jacket off and left it in the parked car a few metres back — a lesson learned from his second time around. The dry cleaner hadn’t asked any questions.
He was nearing the corner and had finished rolling his sleeves up. Fold by fold, each one representing another step towards readiness for what needed to be done.
He wondered if this one would change on him, if it would transform into an ‘Inspired’. More and more of them had done so recently. He wasn’t worried. But he was thinking about how much longer it usually took when they did, and how that might affect his list of afternoon tasks. Would he have time to re-run the latest batch of regional reports for Brigitta? Yes, it should be fine. Oh and he really should get the projector in Meeting Room Sixty Seven looked at, the bulb was nearly gone. 
No, he was far from worried about the busker changing. The ones that changed were much stronger. But David had noticed the same becoming true of himself, he seemed to be getting tougher with each run he went on. None of these bums could outsmart or outfight him. He was damn near Brigitta Spinks’s right-hand man. They were right to fear him. They were right to panic.
He rounded the corner and ‘it' came into sight. 
Leaning back with one foot pressed against the wall, the busker strummed its guitar and sang something about freedom, a 'redemption song'. They usually sang about that. It's all they ever had. Surely the freedom market was beyond saturated by now.
There was a bicycle propped against the same wall. The steel cage on the front was filled with apples, bright red and green peeking through the steel mesh.
The busker was dressed in a dark woollen coat that went down to his knees, the kind that David imagined soldiers had worn in the Great War. What looked like a bus pass poked out of his breast pocket, and his left shoulder strap hung unfixed from the button it should have been fastened to. His eyes hid behind a pair of silver aviator glasses. They often hid. Scared to admit to the world that they were adding nothing, contributing to naught but their own self-indulgence. 
What had once been pity and guilt in David had hardened over the last year to a justified sense of right. He felt his temper rising like a swarm of bees in his chest. The non-value add must be moved.
The busker lifted his strumming hand and lowered his glasses. He looked over the frames straight at David. And David knew he was about to change.
 The man’s head shook erratically as if convulsing in a fit, the ragged tendrils of black hair waved slow and out of time with the movement as if his head were underwater. Then the mop settled in tidy order, parted to the left with no hair falling over his eyes, completely different to the mess that had covered the unkempt face just seconds before. What had been a scraggly, five-week beard now looked like three-day stubble.
The busker took the glasses off and threw them into the open guitar case in front of him. They hit the orange velvet lining without a sound.  
A few metres down the road, a breakdancer was spinning on his helmeted head. His legs whipped around like a helicopter’s blades. A single crow sat unmoving on a shop roof above the dancer. The bird’s black pin-head eyes watched the body spin in silence. 
David continued towards the busker, he knew from experience that a polite request to move was pointless. Once an Inspired changed, there was no telling them anything. He strode straight in with a right hook aimed at the man’s temple. The busker ducked and lifted his guitar like a shield, catching David’s fist neatly in the sound hole. He pulled the guitar down with his body weight, and David went with it, crumpling to the ground. He spun as he fell and hit the ground with his back, staring up at his foe.
The busker sneered and pulled his combat boot up, then pushed his weight down, the stomp aimed at David’s face. But David caught the boot in both hands and twisted it sharply so the busker had to move with it and turn away from David’s vulnerable position, barely keeping his balance. The twist would have torn something in an ordinary ankle. But a busker, inspired, was not that.
David jumped to his feet and pulled the short nightstick from his pocket, then jerked his wrist downwards extending the black telescopic shaft to its full, intimidating ninety centimetres. 
 
Cliiiick.
It locked into place.
 
	He swung at the busker’s right knee, one of his favourites. He enjoyed the unexpected pain that showed on their worthless faces when the steel hit cartilage. 
 
Thwack.
The busker faltered, stumbled, then fell. Surprise. Pain. Then, realisation of defeat and the end.
Good, that had taken less time than David had factored in. 
He knelt down and pulled the cable-ties from his pocket. 
He looped one around the busker’s wrists and pulled it tight. Quickly, while he was still stunned.
 
Ziiiip. 
 
Then another around those stupid combat boots. 
 
Ziiiip. 
 
The busker struggled and kicked in a useless last attempt at defiance, his two legs tied together in one doubly-thick stump. David put one arm under and behind the back of the busker’s knees, and the other around the neck, lifting its weight as he stood.
 
Ca-caw, ca-caw.
 
A dozen more crows had swooped down and joined the one on the roof. The army of black feathered watchers erupted in a chorus of applause.
 David strode to the shiny black sedan with its already popped boot, unceremoniously dropping the body in its place. He would throw it out in the abandoned park with the other bums. The ones who knew their place stayed put in that no-man’s land, and civilised folk stayed away. Another waste of air would return to take his place next week, or the week after. And David would move them on too. That was his job. That’s what he did. 
 
————
 
A breeze came down over the concrete, passing over and into the grazes on David’s knuckles. He smiled at the pain, it was a cool, sharp acknowledgement of a job well done.


5 THE UNASSUMING SWING￼
[image: Tree.jpg]
 
 
“You’re right, I know it’s silly. It was a little girl’s dream, but I’ve got adult responsibilities now, I get it. I’ve thrown the acceptance letter away.” 
 
- Wendy Leafa, 35 years old.
 
————
 
 
The Old Man and I stood in my kitchen. My hands were wrapped around my second cup of coffee, his, around his second cup of tea. We’d talked the night through, and Saturday’s stars had retreated hours ago.
 
“To understand why so many dreams are falling, we need to examine those that have,” The Old Man said. “We need to find the island. I have a small degree of certainty where it is, more of a hypothesis I suppose, but it won’t be easy to find.”
I thought his plan sounded flimsy at best, and insane at worst. But it was the sort of crazy that Sundays are made for. 
And on that reassuring note, we stepped out my door and through the porch. Past the lemon tree that juiced my annual whitebait fritters with tang. Along the path through the feijoas that hid in the grass and turned green to brown, undisturbed. 
We walked my cul-de-sac and The Old Man started talking. “I should apologise for my earlier emotional display I suppose. So, forgive me, Matthew. The fresh air and open space are making me feel a bit less... frazzled.” He ran his hand down his tie. “My idiosyncrasies are usually limited to the sphere of sleep.” 
I didn’t quite get it, but I nodded anyway. 
“I was and indeed still am, very concerned,” he said. “Hence my outburst. Outbursts. I’m afraid I’m not as used to being around people as I once was. It’s been a long wee while.”
I shrugged my shoulders. “Don’t sweat it. But I have been wondering... you said I knew that the dreams had been falling, but how could I know that? I thought dreams were just dreams, sometimes we have them, sometimes we don’t.”
He closed his eyes and nodded. “Ah yes, that was a poorly thought through accusation. You can’t be expected to know. But that horrible sensation when you’re in bed and your body feels as if it was falling? That’s an un-done dream dropping.” 
I wrinkled my face in disgust. “I hate that feeling.”
“Yes, it is not the nicest sensation in the world, nor should it be. Of little use, however, if you have forgotten what it means.”
I had one last night, I thought, without saying. He looked like he had enough on his mind.
Our walking had picked up to a hurried pace.
“Every time a dream falls, it leaves an opening for the lady in grey to attack,” The Old Man said. “Her marketing machines spit out their lies, and her recruiters pull the people away from their hopes and dreams, piling them into those awful, mundane, Cog Teams of theirs. They are a cancer to the creative, an opportunistic bully's pin for the little girl and her bundle of ballooning hopes.”
“She doesn’t sound nice,” I said, aware it was an understatement.
We reached the end of the cul-de-sac and crossed into the park.
I followed The Old Man past the park’s sign and onto the path through the chipped bark grounds. ‘Grasslands Park - no dogs allowed.’ More birds than usual stood watching us from the trees on either side of the track. 
We stopped at the frame of an old swing set. Its red paint was chipped, and its seats sat perfectly empty, perfectly still. 
Hands stuffed in the pockets of the light blue jacket my mother had given me one Christmas, I wondered again what I was doing. I was with a crazy man I’d never met before. He had broken into my home, berated me for not paying enough attention to my dreams — I think — then he’d somehow convinced me to travel with him to an island. Then, just to put the sugar on the Weet-bix, he'd told me he didn’t really know where that island was. Maybe not the best thought out plan.
“Ah-ha. And there it is, the unassuming swing.” The Old Man had his pen extended in his hand and waggled it at the swing. “Tell me, Matthew, do you know from where this most common of children’s fascinations was born?” 
I looked up, pretending to consider the question. “Umm, I don’t think I’ve really thought much about swings since I became too old to play on them.” 
“And therein lies the problem.” He shook his head. “Too old to play on them indeed.” He waved the pen like an orchestra conductor holding her baton. “A little boy called Charles. He was a brave explorer. He took an idea and grew it into the marvellous thing that swings before us today. He had spent his childhood swinging on a plank of wood hung from his father’s apple tree. And he loved every push of wind on his face as he swung. So the dream of making parks where other children could do the same was quick to take root and grow.” The Old Man looked up and ran his hand through his hair, his eyes were wide and shining.
I carried on chewing my gum. He looked like he had more to say.
“That’s the key you know,” The Old Man said, “good dreams need good soil to grow. Young Charles, though I suppose he’s not so young now, was excellent soil. His father was away fighting for most of his life so his mother raised him in her image. It was a fascinating time of restrictions, prohibitions, and long uncomfortable dresses. She painted and wrote. She played with words and pressed them impolitely into poems, which she pushed into the world without apology.” The Old Man pressed his first two fingers and his thumb together like he was folding a page. “She wasn’t too bored to imagine.” He looked off to the side. “She wasn’t too content to create.”
A breeze floated by, it smelled like mandarin peels and fun.
Where before his eyes had sat panicked and timid behind their two spectacle lenses, they sparkled now like champagne in as many flutes. Before, his white hair had lain flat, but now, the wind puffed it out in thick waves of wild energy. It seemed to move in time with his words. “You wanted to be a builder once, Matthew, no?”
“Erm, yeah I guess I did.”
“And a magician too, if I recall correctly?”
I shrugged my shoulders. “Yeah. Doesn’t every kid?”
“Well, Charles followed his mother’s fearless lead. He was a magician. And he was a builder. He was a creator! He created chaos for the most part. He would build forts in the trees surrounding their farmhouse that would collapse in time for the following summer, then rebuild them and repeat the cycle again. He would sneak into the hay barn at night, pry open the cans of paint tucked under his father’s workbench, and paint glorious forgeries of his mother’s paintings on the barn walls. He took apart the old farm equipment from their piles behind the outhouse and built boats that floated through seas of cutting grass on the property.”
I thought of my own childhood, painted mostly by flickering TV hues and computer game landscapes. Growing up in the city was different, I supposed.
The Old Man lifted his eyes to the sky. “Good soil is only the start though, Charles had a purpose. When his father’s bravery was repaid to him and his mother with nothing but a posthumous medal, and a thoughtful letter of sympathy from the Prime Minister, he figured out early what most of you take too long to understand.”
He looked me in the eye and but I felt like he saw much more than that.
“Any of you can break at any time. And not-done dreams don't do themselves. It is most unfortunate but mostly common that the same lesson is only learnt through unfortunate events. But his father’s passing gave our friend Charles such a purpose, such drive. Purpose is to you, to Charles, and to all other dreamers, what the sun is to the rose. It keeps that thick stalk growing, stops it wilting or bending in the wind, and makes a flower others can’t help but enjoy. Purpose is the antidote to all those sneaky little poisons that people have put into the world’s soil. It is what stops you from breaking.”
He coughed and shifted his tie from left to right.
“Don’t wait to be reminded that you aren’t here for long. Because the longer you wait, the less time there is for doing. Be. Do. Do the things that make up the dreams I send. Too many—”
 
Pop. 
 
I blew an accidental bubble with my gum. The Old Man coughed again.
“Too many of you wait out your lives thinking something different or something good will happen soon,” he said. “Then you realise too late you’ve been watching the world through your window. You're like the dog that sits in the car patiently and obligingly on his final visit to the vet to be put to sleep. But the difference is you know where that car’s going, you all do. Go and chase tyres. Run through the trees.” He was rubbing his thumb from side to side on the leather of his briefcase handle like he was starting a game of pea knuckle with an invisible handed opponent. “But, where was I? Ah yes, our young friend Charles.”
Three birds sat overhead watching, (and maybe listening) intently.
“Charles spent years working on his swing designs, and years being made fun of by the townsfolk. While he was painting chalk ideas on blackboards, they laughed, called him names like ‘Crazy Charlie’, and pitied his poor mother. 
But he had his father’s bravery. Where his father had faced down enemy rifles, bayonets, and barbed wire borders, Charles faced the norm, status quo, doubt, anxiety, and nay-sayers. He marched against them all, just like his dear old dad had done. And he won. Then, ever the humble soul, Charles dedicated his first park and swing set to those very enemies.”
 
	The Old Man looked up and recited:
 
“To the non-believers that ridiculed dreamers;
thank you for being proved wrong.
Without you, I’d have rested 'fore this dream was ‘ere tested,
and made a reality you could all sit upon.
 
His second set was dedicated to his mother and father. 
 
200 kilograms this set doth hold,
because as mother said of swings, ‘one is never too old'.
Father; you gave your life for our good,
Telling me time doesn’t wait, so never I should.
 
How the world used to be,” The Old Man said with a smile and a faraway look. “Enough reminiscing though, we’ve got dreams to find and a world to rescue,” he snapped back to, and back at, his surroundings as if they were to blame for his little trip down memory lane.
We carried on walking through the park. Past a green and red see-saw, seats wet with last night’s rain. Around a wooden fort complete with swing-bridge and slide – a half-deflated soccer ball was wedged between the slide’s ladder and the bark chip grounds. We marched through the final gate-post of trees and back onto the road. 
The town and surrounding streets were like a deserted movie set. No cars struggling to keep to the 50km speed limit. No bikes leant in their usual place against the streetlights. The sign for ‘Mrs. B’s Shoes’ swung from the shop’s overhang, its chain rattling in the breeze. The front window of the store showed the latest heels and handbags, and an interior empty of people. Two balloons hung limply from a cardboard sign taped to a power pole: GARAGE SALE 18 TASMAN ROAD — 10 AM SATURDAY, written in thick red felt. 
There was no human life to be seen, just lots and lots of birds. Crows dotted every power line and sat bunched together in an unnatural number on every tree branch we passed. 
“Quiet day in town,” I said.
We kept walking until we reached the beach, a small sandy bay, fenced by a bank lined with low-hanging trees. 
“The real start of our journey,” The Old Man said.
I wondered what the rest had been. 


6 YELLOW, GREEN, OR RED
 
 
Green looks fine, yellow don’t mind,
Things in the red aren’t good.
No time, no rest, book-shelf to the desk,
Get the dreams down like we should.
 
- The assistants’ song
 
————
 
 
Two of The Old Man’s assistants rushed around the room next to his. The Device sat hunkered in the middle of the floor, its pipes snaked out to the ceiling and walls and rattled like an old coal boiler.
 
The wall blinked. Yellow, green, yellow, green, red. It stretched for miles. Hundreds of round windows popped out of the wall like port holes on a ship; inside each was a half circle meter with a needle like a car odometer, and a round light that glowed green, red, or yellow. Panels and panels of colours, and needles. Most of the meters moved between the thirty and one hundred mark. Most of the lights were solid, some flashed. There was an empty step ladder on wheels in front of the wall, just tall enough to reach the uppermost row of panels.
The assistants’ faces (if you could call them faces) didn’t have mouths, but that didn’t stop the chatter. They made noises that sounded like gravel being crunched under running feet, punctuated with lifts in tone, like questions being asked.
A needle fell back to zero, its light flickered red. The rattle of The Device became a rumble. One of the pipes to the wall started wobbling, and white steam hissed from its joint. With the point of its folded triangle hand, an assistant reached out and tapped the meter next to the light. It shouted in short high-pitched bursts. A screen in the centre of the wall lit up; FALLING DREAM flashed in urgent red letters.
Ordinarily, the assistants would rush in a disorganised panic to The Old Man’s room, pull a book from the shelf, and push it in front of him. They would wait as he wrote. Or do as he told. But for the first time in forever, The Old Man wasn’t there. They stood still, staring at the red glowing screen, black outlines of sketched feet rooted to the spot. Their leg lines trembled, their chattering stopped, they looked at each other and shook.


7 FIGHTING THE GOOD FIGHT
 
 
“Fact is, I’ve done both now. Woken up to put on those ugly overalls and headed on down to the factory. And woken up to turn on the Marshall amp and finished a song that’d make your mumma cry. They ain't worth comparing. There ain’t nothing similar about them.”
 
- Nate Cooksley, 41 years old. 
 
————
 
 
David stopped at the coffee machine on his way back to the office. He glanced up at the giant digital clock on the wall, plenty of time. Which really meant plenty of room left to rush.
He pressed the button on the machine and smiled at the sound of the beans grinding and the smell of caffeine as it squirted into its little plastic cup. It was like hitting a reset switch after a relocation run.
Simon was walking past and stopped when he saw his friend leaning over to fill his cup.
	“There he is. Another one for the wall aye, Dave?” Simon said, in his too-loud-for-an-office voice.
“Hey, Si.”
Simon was in his ‘dress for the job you want, not the job you have’ suit. David always assumed it was his only one. 
Simon pointed his index finger at David like a gun. “Buddy, you’re a goddamn celebrity in Office Six this morning. Three in one week! The boss is asking if we can get you over to talk to the teams about how you do it. I told him don’t bother 'cause I taught you everything you know.” He laughed his loud, across-the-office, laugh. It was the sort of laugh you hear at a business lunch in your favourite cafe, and even your eggs want it to stop. 
“Of course you did, Si.” David laughed. “I tell ya though, those dirty dreamers are getting more and more arrogant. This last one was just a few blocks from here. Boy, did I sort him out, though. Transformed on me too, so he made me get a sweat up, the prick.” 
Simon’s eyes widened. “He was one of them? An Inspired? I heard they were becoming more common, but still...” He shook his head and whistled softly. “Nice work, I don’t know how you do it, man. They’ll be looking at you for Regional Manager next, I reckon.”
David shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe. I do miss the old days where all it took was a shout and they moved along like they should.”
Simon punched his friend’s shoulder playfully. “That’s why they pay you the big bucks now.” He lowered his voice. “And I wouldn’t say that too loudly, either. I’ve heard what the Lady in Grey does to lowly Cog Turners when they don’t want to move up. I reckon she’d throw you out the window if she heard you say that.”
David’s eyes widened and he turned his head from one side to the other. “Don’t let her catch you calling her that. Oh hey, any chance you can drop off that spare couch for Jane’s play room?” He narrowed his eyes. “Do it, and I might stop feeding your boss clues about where all the food from the Supplies and Snacks room is going.”
“Ha-ha, yeah my bad - let’s tee something up for next weekend, I do want to bring it around, it’s just taking up room in my garage.”
“Lock it in.”
“Anyway, more sheets to fill, more downtime to kill. Keep fighting the good fight for us, Buddy!” Simon stepped in close for a high five then turned back in the direction he was going. “I’ll drop you a message once I’ve talked to Shelly,” he said loudly, then carried on down the hall.
David arrived back in Brigitta’s office without a collar or nerve out of place. He tried to recall the busker’s face but couldn’t. He thought he should feel something. Regret, guilt, shame? But there was nothing. When he thought back to any of his relocation runs, it was as if he was watching them through plastic film stretched tight over his eyes. They played like instructional videos in his mind, with all emotion removed.
Brigitta had her back to him and was thumbing through a printout, in black and white of course; as she always said, “Colour printing is an unnecessary cost.” She stood in the centre of the room, surrounded by the high-pitched hum of monitors and the beautiful sound of machines printing various beautiful reports.
“Well done on the relocation, David. He looked like a tough one, but you took care of him like I knew you would.” Brigitta turned to face him. 
He wondered how she always knew when he was near.
“I’m pleased to see you making the most of your latest promotion,” she said with a smile that looked to David like it knew something he didn’t. He bowed his head in appreciation.
“I know our approach can seem heavy-handed sometimes, my Dear, and I know it can take its toll, but ours is important work.” Brigitta leaned forward. “It carries the price tag of rare value. The world is relying on us, don’t forget that.”
David thought back to a month ago when Brigitta had promoted him in this very room.
 
————
 
“Step inside, please, David.” Brigitta’s request had been typically short, she probably saw no need to explain herself further. She had pointed to one of the black plastic chairs. “Sit down, please, I have good news.” 
David moved to where she pointed and caught a note of her perfume, a spicy and light scent, citrus and jasmine maybe.
“Your supervisor has been most impressed with your performance, David. As have I.”
David tilted his head in a shallow nod. “Thank you, Ma’am. I have a good team.”
“Oh, he didn’t mention your humility. I don’t enjoy modesty, so please keep it to yourself. Regardless, David, I am promoting you to Second in Command for Millington City.”
David’s eyes widened. “Wow. Thank you. Ma’am. This is. It’s. It’s a surprise.”
“It shouldn’t be,” Brigitta said. “Hopefully you’re not slow-witted as well as humble? Now, your new title will allow you to make a significantly bigger impact when it comes to relocations, and will give you a stronger general defence against the enemies of productivity and industry.” 
David had nodded, not entirely sure what she meant.
 
————
 
The following month was a blur of fighting and pushing and breaking and blood and bundles of bodies in boots. David went on countless relocation runs, the skin on his knuckles scabbed over and hardened along with his views. The people he was moving were inferior, a waste; they were taking up space and distracting the Cog Teams from work, real work. He remembered his first fight since the promotion, a cartoonist. It was a grey, rainy day, and the young boy had hidden, trembling, behind his easel as David approached. David had reached out to rip the wood and canvas shield away from the child, and at that instant, the cartoonist had changed into an Inspired; his eyes had shuddered, his shoulders grew wider, and the clothes on his body started steaming in the rain. The scrap had been vicious, at one point David was within seconds of losing, the cartoonist had him locked in a chokehold from behind. David couldn’t move. Too tight to twist, the forearm against his neck, too strong. Couldn’t shift it. Couldn’t breathe. His head was getting lighter. He should have blacked out and drifted away. But he had felt the cords in his neck tighten and harden like tree roots. His feet had suddenly felt solid on the ground. Awake! He had snapped his head backwards, hard skull base into soft nose. 
 
Smash. 
Grunt. 
 
The grip on his neck had loosened. The rest had been easy.
The second and third fights were similar, he grew stronger with each one. His cheekbones felt thicker, every jab he threw seemed to go further and faster, and he was moving so quickly that most of his opponents’ punches missed or slid off. 
He had grown so powerful in such a short time. That wasn’t normal, was it?
 
————
 
He snapped out of his reverie.
“Ma’am, I’ve got a question, if I may. It’s kind of personal, is that alright?”
“But of course, David.” Her glossy lips slid over perfect white teeth, and she shone the same smile at David that she beamed at cameramen, and newly-redundant workers, alike. It was the kind of smile that felt like a favour, and you never knew what would be asked in return. 
“Please, know that you can ask me anything. That’s why I’m here,” Brigitta said.
“OK, it’s just that… why am I so strong now? That sounds silly, I know. I mean”—David let a sharp breath out through his nose—“Does it always happen like this? Is it the training that’s made me so good at fighting?”
Brigitta put her smile back on. “Why, David, you didn’t think I would send you into battle without a few tricks of your own did you? We couldn’t let those dreamers have all the fun. Look, I’m not going to go into the specifics because it’s not something you need to worry yourself about. Just know that the more practice you get, the better you will become.” She leant forward. “I see great things for you ahead, there are further… development opportunities for you within the company.”
“Thank you, Ma’am.” David wasn’t quite sure he understood her response but asking Brigitta to explain herself a second time was never a good idea. His punches broke more bone, and his kicks flew higher than before. He might not know why, but he knew he liked feeling like a man. A real man. The kind who can hurt another without trying. The kind who can make a difference.
“Now, business. What do we know about The Old Man and this new player?” Brigitta said.
“We have their last known location, Ma’am, a beach not far from the capital. Unfortunately, from there we lost the signal,” David paused then spluttered, “but our Real Time Monitors are working overtime to find it again, and I’m confident they will.” David stood upright and braced himself for the coil of barbed wire words he knew was coming his way. 
“I see. I’m not sure what The Old Man and the newcomer are doing, but I can guarantee it’s nothing good. See that they’re stopped. Find out where they’re headed and send a team to intercept them. And David, find out how it is that The Old Man arrived yesterday, and we are only finding out about it now. We have systems in place to protect the poor, confused souls of this world from exactly that happening, and I want to know where they failed.”
The unspoken implication was, “If they failed, you failed,” and any grace period David had bought with the blood of the busker, was gone.
“Absolutely,” he replied. That was always a good word of choice when responding to Brigitta. She was absolute in everything she did. People tend to like it when you talk like they do. Or talk like they are.
“We’ll discuss this more when you’ve finished your investigation,” Brigitta said.
David breathed a quiet sigh of relief at that line of conversation ending.
She held up the cover of the report she was reading. “From your analysis of this, what do you think is our biggest opportunity when it comes to educating the current pool of misguided dreamers, and converting them to join us in good, honest, Cog turning work?”
His reply was instant. “Well ma’am, we are seeing an increasing number of twenty-two to twenty-four-year-olds referencing the inability to afford luxury level utilities such as high-end cars as a contributing factor to their switch, so I believe that is an area open to exploitation.”
“Excellent. I agree. Talk to Marketing and have them work that into next month's campaign would you?” Brigitta looked up at the fluorescent rows of tube lights lining the ceiling and paused. “Let’s talk to Henry Black at Mercedes too, and see if there aren’t some cost efficiencies we can leverage through a combined effort. There are synergies there that we can take advantage of.”
“Yes Ma’am.” David snapped back like the good soldier he was.
“The High-Value Acquisition team have produced a new Defection Detection report with a list of prospects, too. Please start working on those as soon as possible.” Brigitta handed David another black and white report from the desk and headed out the door. More people to meet, more Cogs to turn.￼
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8 PULL BACK, LEAN FORWARD
 
 
“It is a pretty big risk, you know, plus I’m still young. And it will be lonely with all my friends off at the factory. I don’t wanna miss out on all that fun.” 
 
- Moana Flaws, 16 years old. 
 
————
 
 
The Old Man and I found our Santa Maria within a few minutes of being on the beach. The rowboat was tied to a low-hanging tree. Dried leaves stuck to its top.
“This will do nicely.” The Old Man ran his hand over the hull and made a clicking sound with his tongue.
I stared at the neatly coiled rope sitting on the prow, the only ship-shape thing about the boat as far as I could tell. The shell was in a dubious state of repair and looked as though it had been partially repainted, then its owner had stopped for a beer and never got around to picking the brush back up. The wooden oar handles were sun bleached, their painted blades chipped. 
The Old Man nodded. “Yes. She may not look much, but she feels seaworthy to me.”
I believed him, though nothing about him said he knew anything about the sea. He just had that look about him. Like trusting him was the right thing to do.
I tossed my shoes into the boat, rolled the legs of my pants up to my knees, and dragged our little warship along the sand, into the brown and white froth of the surf. I pushed us out as the waves pushed back at us. The Old Man fumbled with the oars. The water reached up with each swell and soaked the rolled edges of my pants like I had known it would. I pulled myself up and over the boat's edge and onto my seat in a puddle. We shot up and over the top of the small breakers, then back down into the dips between waves. We cleared the surf, and then we were away — The Old Man at the oars and me at the front like a lookout with no idea of what to look out for. Sharks and enemy vessels, I guessed.
I sat silently as The Old Man sang and rowed. “Pull back, lean forward, pull back, lean forward.” 
After what seemed like a week at sea, The Old Man pulled the oars in, water running down the rowlocks and dripping down the sides of the boat back into the ocean. Straightening his back, he reached down into the leather briefcase between his legs. I watched him pull out a map and two dark green water bottles like the sort you find in an Army Surplus store. “At the ready, Matthew.” He tossed one bottle to me, and then unfolded the map flat onto the seat beside him. He smoothed the plastic coated paper and placed his water bottle on a corner.
“The reef; the beach; we must be here.” Mumble, mumble. “Nautical miles.” He ran his finger along the map, then tapped a tattoo in one spot while he looked up and over the water. He nodded to himself, folded the map once, twice, three times into a square and tucked it back into the briefcase.
“This island we’re going to,” I said, “have you been there before?”
“Once, I think, a long time ago now. When things are going the way they should, this place doesn’t truly exist, because nobody has any reason to visit.”
“You think you’ve been there before?” 
“Quite. Well, things were a little bit different back then, you see. I was a little bit different, and I don’t remember everything like I would ordinarily.” The Old man reached down and patted the leather of his briefcase.
“But, we have a map. And all things being equal that’s enough to get us to where we need to be.”
I stared at my feet and the shallow water washing against them in the boat’s bottom. Great. A magical island that doesn’t really exist, and a guide that doesn’t really remember if he’s been there. “And what if it stops existing while we’re on it?”
“What an excellent question, Matthew. I’m afraid I don’t know. However, I am sure everything will be OK. We have a map!” He gulped some water from his army-issue canteen. 
The sound of his drinking reminded me of school holiday camping trips, and tents too hot to sit in.
I’d spent a fair bit of time on the sea as a kid, and have always been intrigued by how huge it is. At school, they talked about the ocean being a gap in the continents. Something crossed and conquered by a bunch of early explorers that I don’t remember the names of. But sitting in our cramped little boat, on the endless blue sea, I wondered if we had it around the wrong way. 
“Did you know seventy percent of the earth is covered in water?” The Old Man said.
I turned toward him and narrowed my eyes. “I was just thinking that.”
The Old Man cleared his throat. “There is a whole world filled with all sorts of life just beneath the skin of the sea, and the continents that people call home are really just small, inconvenient, bumps, where the majority of the world’s life can’t live.”
I blinked and narrowed my eyes further. Was The Old Man reading my mind?
“It can do wonders for perspective,” The Old Man said. “In day-to-day life, one often feels like the centre of one’s own universe. As if the distance from top-of-head to tip-of-toe is the extent of everything and all. But sitting out here in our trusty vessel, one can’t help but appreciate how both enormous and minuscule one really is. Yes, there is so much that can be experienced along that dotted line from birth to death, and the breadth of what human life can contain, truly is vast, if you decide to make it so. But how small a piece of the universe that life is. We two are barely a speck on the ocean’s surface. Try to imagine the depths below, Matthew. Oh, what magnitude we sit upon and within!”
I reached over the edge of the boat and stroked my fingers through the slick, blue, coldness.
The Old Man nodded at me as if approving the move. “I dare you to bring a problem out onto the giant waves of your Pacific, and explain how big the issue is. See if the currents stop, or if the swells pause in the face of your troubles. See if you don’t leave that conversation with a re-thought perspective on your challenge. The sea is a great listener, mostly because it is simply far too big to hear you.”
A slight breeze had picked up and tiny waves bumped on the hollow of our boat. The sound knocked softly, in time with The Old Man’s words. “It does similarly great things for an ego. It’s very hard to claim magnificence or even importance when you consider the scale of the sea and all it has seen over the last thousand years. When you look out over this empty ocean can you spy how far from empty it actually is?” He raised his eyes and focused on me. “Do you realise that there are likely millions of other people in it just like you and that your eyes can only show you a fraction of its surface?”
I nodded. “Mmm hmm. That’s what binoculars are for right?” Every beach front house I had visited always kept a set on the window sill.
“Your field of vision might as well be an ant's compared to the sea’s.” The Old Man looked down at his hands. “And you are not the only ant here, you are one of many. You are not the centre of the universe, visiting the ocean. The ocean is the centre, and you just happened to bring your small circumference of understanding close enough to see it. Yes, a marvellously wise thing to be around, this big old blanket of blue. As long as you listen to what it’s saying, that is.”
I wished I had a pen and paper. These were things I’d kind of thought before, and never remembered when it mattered.
 
Whoomph. 
 
Whoomph. 
 
I looked up and saw a monstrous black shape blocking the sun. It slowly banked around towards us, getting bigger and bigger.


9 SICK TO HIS STOMACH
 
“I watched my pops work every day of his life turning cogs for somebody else. He was eighty-seven years old when he died. And he never owned a single day of his life. The printing company owned them all. Stuff that.” 
 
- Dan McGregor, 19 years old. 
 
————
 
 
David closed the door behind him and walked into his home, then into a hug from his wife, Jane.
“How was your day, baby?” she said.
He smiled and replied the same way he did every day. “Fine thank you, Darling.” He walked through the dining room, into the lounge, and kicked off his shoes. The fake smile was stuck to his face, like synthetic plastic cheese on a greasy pizza box top. 
Underneath it, he felt sick to his stomach.
He dropped the facade of a smile. “Today I had to knock a man’s teeth out,” he said. “I don’t think what I’m doing is… good. It’s not right.” He fell into his armchair, sighing as he sunk into the cushions. “I just don’t think I can do it, Jane.” 
He had lost count of the nights he had confided this to his wife, feeling more and more like a fraud every time he said it. And Jane always listened
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. And she always smiled. But David knew the smile was to cover her concern. 
Now, she picked up both his hands and stared unblinkingly into his eyes. “Just like I’ve always said, baby. I’ll support you whatever you do. If it doesn’t feel right, we can leave. There are other jobs out there, and we’ve saved enough cash to support us for a bit.” 
But his only real comfort was something he could never share with Jane, love her though he did. It was the knowledge that even though he had failed, the other half of his childhood team had stayed true to her promise, true to their promise. The incredible Aimee. She’s so much stronger than me, he thought as he sat, nearly broken, in his chair.
Aimee Day, that was one name he had never expected to see in the Defection Detection report. A name he only pretended to forget. He remembered the mischievous twinkle in her eyes and the wide smile stretched between dimples. She had ginger hair as if the world had chosen her to be different and stand out from the boring normal even before she arrived in it. He remembered her too-short legs swinging from her bed, as they had lay plotting and planning. Two fifteen-year-old co-conspirators, promising each other they would one day take over the world and turn it into a giant water park, just like the postcard on the fridge.
Even now, he still felt pangs of jealousy and wished he had taken the leap of faith Aimee had. 
He remembered their phone call and meeting two years earlier in teardrop clear detail. 
 
————
 
“Dave? It’s Aimee. Aimee Day. How are you?”
“Aimee? Wow! Yeah, I’m good, how’s it going? How have you been?”
“Really well thanks, Dave. Yeah, really well. Hey, sorry to call you out of the blue like this but I was wondering if... No, slow down, Aimee. Start at the beginning. Sorry, Dave. Jeez, I’m all over the place this morning.” Aimee had laughed the same laugh she had shared with David a million times at college. It hadn’t changed a bit.
David heard her suck in a shaky breath. 
“Look, I’ve just had an investor come onboard to help get my company off the ground. It’s—”
“That’s fantastic!” David said.
“Yeah, it is. It’s really exciting. So... it’s an entertainment and recreation company, and I’m starting off with a water park. Just like we always talked about when we were kids. I’ve bought a section of land and we’re about to start developing it. But I really need an operations manager to help me, there’s just so much to do. And... I was wondering... if maybe you might want to catch up for a coffee to talk about the job?” She had paused, “but I totally get it if you’re too busy.”
 
They had met the next night at a bar down the road from David’s house. Hugs exchanged and drinks ordered, they sat opposite each other at a hardwood table, shiny and black. Aimee held the stem of a glass of Waiheke Island white. David’s hand was wrapped, cooling, against a frosty handle of craft beer with a suitably strange name. Kereru’s Flight, or something like that. These days, it was harder to find somewhere that didn’t sell it, than did.
The bar smelled of coffee and perfume. The bartender smiled and moved like a boxer. Cuban music floated from the speakers in the corner, drums tip-tapping over tables of conversation.
“Wow. Aimee, that’s incredible.” David’s foot bounced up and down on the polished concrete floor. “Well done. I can’t believe you’re actually doing it.”
“I know,” Aimee said. “Pretty scary huh. I mean. Me! Running a water park! I can barely run my house most days.”
David chuckled, he felt it in his stomach — a real, genuine laugh. The low hanging bulbs threw a sunshine yellow on the colour-wall of bottles behind the bar. “You know, I honestly never thought the water park would be anything more than the crazy dream of a couple of crazy kids. I’m so happy for you.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table.
Aimee swirled her glass, both feet flat on the floor. She stared down at the wine whirlpool for a second then lifted her gaze to his. “So, like I was saying, I really need an operations manager, Dave. Someone I can trust. And someone who cares about this crazy plan as much as I do.” She bit her lip. “I haven’t worked through the salary or what I can afford, or the contract or any of that stuff yet. But we could do it together if you’re interested? Just like the old days, except for real?” Her tone ended thin and high. “But no pressure, you don’t have to say yes.” 
David’s foot fell still and he swallowed. The bar’s lights reflected in her eyes, tiny stars of white in a wide hazel pool of wonder. “Thing is, I’ve just been offered a really good position in the company I work for, and the money on the table is really good.” David didn’t point out that his ego was right there on the table too, urging him to take the money. “I would honestly love to, but the timing is just really bad for me.” He felt his heart fall through his stomach, like an elevator cable being cut.
“Dave, that’s fantastic,” Aimee replied, sounding genuinely happy.
“Yeah, apparently a talent scout spotted me, I didn’t even know they were a thing. Next minute, our National Manager is offering me the role. Crazy huh? Otherwise, I would have loved to help out. Sorry, Aimee.” David looked past her to the mirror above the bar. His shoulders were dropped, a coward’s face stared back at him, boring and sad — just another suit in a crowded restaurant. He sighed through his nose, and lifted his glass. The hops tasted flat on his tongue. 
“No, no, that’s fine,” Aimee said with a smile. “Sounds like you’ve got a really great opportunity, and taking it is the right thing to do.”
	They drank in silence for a while, David sipped his beer just a bit quicker than usual, until his glass was empty, froth sticking to the sides. He coughed. “Hey, I better head home — early start tomorrow — so…” 
“Yeah, of course,” Aimee said. “I might stick around, I’m meeting a friend for dinner in a bit.”
David stood and pushed his chair backwards. Its legs scraped over the music with a sharp ugly scream made of steel. As he walked over to her side of the table, Aimee stood. 
David looked at her face, and his body leaned forward without asking. It was so good to see her, it had been such a long time. Those wide eyes of hers kept pulling.
A police siren wailed down the street in front of the bar.
David’s gaze dropped to her hand. He stopped moving forward and jerked his open hand out like a panicked robber pulling a gun. 
Aimee smiled and reached out, they shook hands. She laughed. “Let’s keep in touch. We should so catch up for a drink again soon.” 
“Definitely. The next few weekends are booked out solid, but I’ll give you a call when things quiet down?” David slid his hands into his jean pockets, body straight, shoulders back.
“Perfect. And hey good luck in the new job.”
“Thanks, yeah, same to you with the park. I’m sure it will be amazing. I know it will be. Catch up soon.”
“Bye.”
David hadn’t looked back at the pretty soft lights. The bar door had swung closed behind him, and the sound of the music had died.
 
————
 
And now here he was, Second in Command for the most prestigious company in the country, in the world. The thought didn’t sound as exciting to David as it should. 
Still, he found his thoughts falling back to Aimee and the water park. Had he really chosen the money over her?
For the first year in his new job, he had come home each night with the weight of somebody else’s world weighing down his slumped shoulders. He would step into his beautiful home, kiss his beautiful wife, and explain why his day had been so ugly. 
It was one particularly cold morning that year, when he had checked in on Aimee for the first time. He hadn’t really known why — she hadn’t needed his help, and too much time had passed to even talk to her without feeling awkward. So he had stayed in his parked car, watching the scene framed by her bedroom window, instead. 
 
————
 
Aimee floated out of bed wrapped head to toe in pink felt pyjamas with purple racing car print. Classic ‘Tomboy Aimee’ — like they had called her at school.
She stretched her arms up straight with her fingers interlocked and her palms flexing outwards. She’d pulled a white dressing gown from the back of the door and put it on, then tied the sash.
She bent and scooped up a tabby cat from her bed, wrapped her arm around it, and started patting its head in long strokes as it nestled into the crook of her elbow. David imagined the low purring noise it must be making.
She walked out of the bedroom and then back in again, carrying a coffee and a smile. She looked so happy to be setting out into the world. And why wouldn’t she be? It was the world David and her had dreamed of as kids. Every few months he looked up her progress on the office computer. Days Waterpark seemed to be going from strength to strength. It had become a landmark and an important tourist attraction for the city. 
Aimee sat down at the desk beside her bed, her back to David — nearly close enough to touch. She was writing something he couldn’t see, two thin layers of glass between him and her shoulder — nearly close enough to peer over. Every now and then she stopped, lifted her head back up and took a sip from the steaming mug of coffee. He could almost hear her swallow.
David rubbed his cold hands together, squeezed their white tips, and stared. 
Watching her wake up and live out her dreams didn’t help David. But he couldn’t shift his eyes away. Her smile was a slap reminding him how he’d gone from one alarm in the morning, to two, and now three. He told himself he wasn’t a morning person, but really, he wasn’t a happy person, and deep down he knew it. He woke and did what he had to do, not what he wanted to do. 
His breath fogged the windshield in clouds of envy and regret. He finally tore his attention away from Aimee and turned on the air-conditioning, then reached into his glove box and pulled out the previous day’s output report. “Cog Team Three, another good result,” he had said to himself. Warmth flowing back into his fingers, he’d driven to the office ready to start his shift.
 
————
 
Tonight, sitting on the bed he and his wife shared, he wondered what had gone wrong. How had Aimee’s dream come un-done? Targets appeared in the Dream Defection report when they were vulnerable to a takeover. Hers had seemed more stable than most. It was well past the insecure, juvenile stage that David’s Sales Team usually targeted with their aggressive pitches, and their well-sold stories on how much better off one would be in a Cog Team. He had heard old Mrs. Day had become ill in the last few months. He wondered if that had anything to do with it. 
He wondered if he should write to her. Ask if there was anything he could do. Don’t be stupid. You’ve got Jane and little Kathryn to think about now. He would quality check the data like he was meant to, and pass it on to the right people. The right people who did things that seemed so wrong. He didn’t understand the Dark Dreamers, and he didn’t want to. If the data checked out, they would visit her like they visited all the targets. They would fix her like they fixed them all.


10 PERFECT FOR CATCHING DREAMS
 
 
“We spent all our time at school dreaming and talking about doing this. That shouldn’t stop now that we’ve finished exams. Having a job and rent to pay doesn’t mean we can’t make an album on the side. Weekly practice sessions start on Wednesday — be there.”
 
Taipari Walker, 19 years old
 
————
 
 
The last light in the house flicked off with a click from downstairs.
It was 11 PM or thereabouts. Not that time mattered to the jumble of curves and triangles standing next to the bed.
A dim nightlight on the dresser painted a soft orange glow on the walls next to the sleeper, the rest of the room was blanketed in black. 
The bundle of sheets and the body beneath lay in the corner of the bedroom furthest from the door. It was a man under the covers. But who was sleeping never mattered much. The Old Man’s assistant was here for the falling dream. Here for the catch.
There was a poster on the wall, just visible in the light: two men leaning against each other with folded arms. They were wearing thick gold rope necklaces and five-finger rings. There was a boombox beside them. ‘Go B-Boy Huia! Peace.’ was scrawled in black pen across the bottom of the glossy paper.
	The assistant stood at the side of the dreamer, just one triangle head taller than the bed. It was short with long arms — perfect for reaching, perfect for catching dreams. It chattered softly to itself. The light leaked through its wobble of lines like a torch being run over picket fence gaps. If you were looking at it through the window, you might have thought the figure was scratched onto the glass and filled with black ink. Whichever angle you looked from, the lines stayed flat as if not really in the room. But it was. Maybe it shouldn’t be. The Old Man hadn’t sent it out to catch this particular dream. But then, The Old Man hadn’t been there to see it fall, so the assistant did what it was meant to do — what those triangle hands were drawn for. 
The assistant’s chattering was frantic now; it sounded like a handful of rocks being shaken faster and faster. The dreamer’s forehead creased, its body shivered and rolled over. 
The assistant unfolded its webbed hands and slid them under the dreamer, like an orderly lifting a patient. The black lines of its arms rippled and flowed against each other as they bent at what would ordinarily be elbows; its limbs were all curves and angles and straight lines and scribbles. The spider-silk sails slipped between the dreamer’s skin and bedsheets like a leaf of paper sliding back into its pile. The assistant’s hands came to a stop directly beneath the body. The tiny white hairs sticking out of the nettle fibre trembled. The assistant fell quiet. If it had breath to hold it would. Instead, it stood, lines vibrating gently, hands still and steady. Waiting. 
The body of the dreamer jolted. His eyes shot open. Wide. Awake. His heart was punching at the ceiling of his chest. Panic. Confusion. He drew in a sharp breath. Rolled his eyes to one side then the other.
“Hello?” Huia breathed out a sigh. “Hello?” There was nobody there. It was just a bad dream, and it wasn’t so bad at the end. He’d been breakdancing on a square vinyl mat in the mall, twisted his ankle and fallen. A storm cloud of crows rained down as he landed; all black feathers, beaks, and red eyes. But before they could attack, like they surely meant to, a strange looking man reached down with a hand. Was it a man? Huia couldn’t remember the face, but the palm he pushed forward was huge. Huia pulled himself up against the stranger's weight. Upright again, his feet had started moving on the mat, no pain, no pause. The fire of the beat burnt everything else back. He’d danced.
	The assistant tucked its legs up after itself as it climbed out the window and onto the roof. Home through the night and back to The Device. 
More sleepers to watch. More dreams to catch.


11 THE TERRAGULLS
 
 
“It’s nice to dream every now and then baby, but I don’t live in the fluffy cloud world of dreams, I live in the real life world of bills. Bills that don’t pay themselves.”
 
 - Kelsey Roach, 46 years old. 
 
————
 
 
Whoomph.
 
The dark shape in the sky dropped closer and closer to our little boat rocking in the ocean. I looked at The Old Man but he was staring out to sea unconcerned. The outline of a set of wings took shape. A bird then? It was huge. And it was coming straight at us. 
Pointy clumps of panic started forming in my chest. 
I held onto both sides of the boat. My muscles tensed, ready for the impact. This behemoth of a bird was about to crash straight into our boat, shattering it and probably us. That or it was going to splash-land in the patch of water to our side, and upend our little wooden teacup into the sea. Either way, we were going to get wet.
Instead, the monster landed beside us without so much as a ripple, and more importantly, without smashing our boat into splinters and smithereens.
The mammoth bird sat bobbing on the surface and glared at us with black smoke eyes. The whole beast was as wide as our rowboat and nearly as long. Out of the sun's path, its wings were white. It looked like a slightly off, grotesque, giant albatross. It could have been the grandfather ancestor to the modern day birds I’d seen on magazine pages in shops. It had the same dark stripe cutting from its eyes to the back of its head. The same massive wings that curved like a pair of arms puffed out and ready to fight as it landed. But it looked meaner.
Its beak was thicker than an Albatross’, still suited for snapping through fish and seal backbones, like secateurs snipping a stem. But it had a wicked hook at the end which looked perfect for ripping the flesh off an unsuspecting diver’s back. The feet it had just seconds before slipped into the water were still webbed, but I caught a glimpse of talons on their end that looked as vicious as the claws a giant eagle snatches sheep with. 
I felt a wave of air being pushed, and another, identical, birdlike-thing landed on the other side of the boat with an equally calm splash.
The beasts looked at each other across the tops of our heads, turned their eyes to us, then both plunged their heads into the blue water at the same time, diving beneath our little boat.
I leaned over the edge and could see them crossing paths under the water, it was like watching fish in an aquarium, only, they weren’t fish, they were birds of horror with beaks that could take out a piece of our boat — the only barrier between us and the bottom of the sea.
They turned and came back towards the boat, crossing paths again.
Then turned back again. 
And again.
And again.
By now, the birds were creating a vicious swell. Every time they shot past each other, two black torpedos, the water churning around each one collided. The wakes crashed and pushed upwards, throwing and rocking our boat even more than it was already moving. 
 
And back again. 
Faster, and faster, and faster.
I was gripping tightly to both edges of our woefully small warship now. Knuckles clenched white against the cold water smashing into them with every swell. My ribs were thrown against the hard plywood triangle in the front of the boat’s nose. Crash. The birds turned. Crash. Again.
“Time to go I suppose.” The Old Man slid the oars back down into the water and rowed.
We moved faster than we had before, but we were still just a rowboat in the never-ending sea, travelling with what little force those little wooden oars could push water with. The birds followed us, turning each section of water we crossed into a self-contained storm, starting and finishing just metres to the front and back of us. The rest of the sea stretched peaceful and flat from the edge of our little tempest to the horizon.
If they’re trying to sink us why don’t they just attack the boat? My inner voice had to shout over the noise of our private storm.
The sky was getting darker, and the constant crashing of water over the lip of the boat had soaked through my jacket and pants.
The sea was a monster, the protuberances on its body unpredictable and unimaginable, and it was throwing every bit of its weight behind the waves in an attempt to break through the walls of our boat.
Panicking again I moved one hand to the other side of the railing so I could turn, and glanced back to The Old Man.
He was sitting in a sunny, dry seat. 
There was no water hitting the sides of the boat around him. He was smiling and whistling as he rowed. 
There were no claws of white swiping at him from the crests of the waves. No chaos. No beasts in the swell. It was as if he sat in a clear, calm bubble — while I was doing battle with the world outside it. 
What the hell?


12 THE INSPIRINGS￼
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Fist turns to brick, 
broken bones knit
Watch out! 
The Inspired will never submit.
 
- Stencil spray painted on Southgate Mall
 
————
 
 
The busker woke on a camp stretcher. His knee felt like hell, and his head was trying to get there too. 
He looked down at his thickly bandaged leg, then around the rest of the room. Not a room, a tent. The floor was concrete with painted lines, a school playground maybe? There were other drab olive stretchers dotted around the sides of the tent. Old army stretchers likely. Some were occupied by bodies or blankets, most were empty. 
“OK, guess it happened again,” he said under his breath.
“Fist fit?” a voice to his left said.
The busker hadn’t noticed the man on the stretcher next to his own. He was covered in a dark grey blanket, with only a set of eyes and a mop of brown hair exposed.
“Yeah, third one I’ve had,” the busker said. “What a trip aye. You ever had one?”
“Nope, not me. Wish I had though. I got beaten up good this time. One of those fits would have sure helped. What’s it like?”
“Tell you what, it doesn’t feel like nothing I’ve felt before. And I’ve... experimented with a few different mind-altering... things, in my time.” The busker laughed. “You know, the last camp I was in called them the Inspirings, and I’d say that’s a better description. Your fists clench up like they’re wrapped around a gun, and the blood shoots down your veins like bullets being loaded into the chamber.” He held his fist up.
“Nice.”
“You feel invincible. Hell, you pretty much are invincible. Unless you run into one of the further-ups like I did this time. God, he moved quicker than a freight train, and he hit about twice as hard.” The busker winced at the memory.
“Poet?” Brown-hair said. 
“Nah, singer, guitarist, mostly. Drummer when I can find a set. How about you?”
“Story-writer. Though I haven’t actually written much, as of late. I suppose that’s why I haven’t had a fist fit, or an Inspiring or whatever.”
“Yeah maybe,” the busker said. “They say it happens when your dream becomes big enough for more than just yourself. They’re turning into a bit of a cult thing now, I hear there’s a group down south called The Passions — not the band from the Eighties — they reckon they can help any dreamer reach enlightenment, like a community of modern day monks.”
“You don’t say,” Brown-hair said. 
The busker’s eyes moved to the lady standing in the centre of the tent. She had an army cap pushed down over most of her face. She wore fatigues stained with paint. White, blue, and green splotches, on a canvas of olive camouflage patterning.
“Good to have you back with us soldier. Welcome to Camp Freedom, I’m Sergeant Sutherland.” The vein on the side of the sergeant’s neck stood up straight, and her shortened words punched through the air. “That damn Cog Team protection unit got you good, but we’re gonna get you patched up. You’ll be back out there fighting the good fight in no time.”
The tent flaps moved in the wind, the busker could see an ant hill of activity outside. Rag-tag lines of people in eclectic outfits marched past the tent’s entrance in organised chaos. One after the other. Single file.
He could see wire mesh fences set up in a perimeter around the camp. Someone had tied short strips of multi-coloured fabric to the wire, forming a word:
“LIVE”
The loose ends of the fabric fluttered in the breeze.
“We’re at war.” The Sergeant’s voice drew the busker’s eyes back to her. “It’s our imaginations versus the machinations of the industrial conglomerates. Your country needs you….to rest. Then we need you to fight again.” She said it with the practice of a joke made before but grinned nonetheless.
The busker shifted to sit up on the stretcher and winced at the pain in his knee.
“I’m expecting both of you to be back up and running in tomorrow’s drills. Till then, thank you for your service.” The sergeant turned on one black-booted heel and strode out of the tent.
Sergeant Sutherland with her polished silver stars was a legend in the busker's unpolished circles. Everybody knew her story, and everybody knew you never talked about it. Not within megaphone distance of her military grade hearing. 
She was what happened when you listened too closely to the praise, the applause, and the happy sound of sales being ordered. The story went that she had sold a few big-ticket paintings to a man with deep pockets from up North. She had enjoyed the success so much that she had tried to paint every next canvas the same as those that she’d sold, in the hope that Mr. deep-pockets ordered again. But of course, every artist knows that at least some of the brush strokes need to come from the heart, or the paint won’t dry. That’s how art works.
Now, Sergeant Sutherland was the cautionary tale for the buskers, skaters, painters, and poets. She spent each night trying to remember how she had put colour to canvas before, trying to make the paint stick. When it didn’t work she threw that fury into the fight they all waged. They say she hasn’t finished a piece in years.
But the busker supposed she had an important part to play in the war. They all did.
That night the camp pulled out hot water dispensers and set them up on trestle tables. The women and men lined up with their baked glass mugs to socialise and sip a hot coffee, chocolate or tea. It was the perfect way to end whatever kind of day had been had.
While they unwound, the sergeant stood in her tent. Her left thumb was hooked through the opening of a giant palette covered in more than one rainbow of colour. Her brush was pointed down at the basketball lines painted on the floor, canvas and easel facing her in a challenge few would dare.
While she painted, the busker slept.


13 THE TERRAGULLS PT. 2￼
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“Oh well, I gave it a go. I still think it’s my calling, I just don’t think I can answer it, is all. We can’t all be made for greatness, right?”
 
- Shahir Webster, 28 years old. 
 
————
 
 
From across the boat, The Old Man met my eyes with a questioning look.
I cupped both hands around my mouth and shouted against the wind, “Why is the sea only attacking me?” 
“Ah.” The Old Man smiled a grin out of place in the madness surrounding us. “Stop looking at the waves,” he said without shouting, without cupping his hands around his mouth. “And stop thinking about what might happen if the boat was to tip.”
I tried. Though trying to not think about anything was nearly impossible.
“Look to the island and think about that instead,” he said.
I hadn’t even noticed the dot that had appeared on the horizon, I was too busy ducking and weaving the ocean’s attack. I imagined the warm sandy beach that must be waiting for us, and pictured the quickly caving holes my feet would leave on the shore.
The sky lightened.
I imagined a beach towel. Popping the sunscreen bottle lid with my thumb, the smell and a single drop of white lotion flying, flicked into the air.
Like a lion stuck with a tranquillizer dart, the sea lay down, calm.
“Well done, Matthew. Well done. The trick is to make what you see, what you want it to be.” The Old Man continued pulling the oars through the water. “The beasts out here will make whatever you think is true, true. You created those waves, not the Terragulls. Theirs is a power borrowed. Those miserable beasts have none of their own.”
“Terragulls?” I said.
“Yes, an apt name I think. They direct your imagination to make you think the sky is darker, the waves are bigger, and the end is nearer. But you don’t have to let them.” He nodded, hands never leaving the oars. “Those eyes of yours are just a pair of chemical reaction factories, you choose how to interpret what you see in your brain.” He pulled again on the oars. “Don’t lose sight of the outcome and where we’re headed. That’s when they get you. That’s when they win.”
My least favourite birds ever.
 
————
 
The next week of rowing was uneventful - thankfully. The sun stood still, and we weren’t attacked once. 
 
————
 
“Land ahoy,” I shouted in my best sailor’s voice. 
Out of nowhere, a reef announced its presence with a dozen mast tips poking out of the sea at dangerous angles. Some looked like they belonged to long ago sunk pirate ships, others to smaller sailing boats a young lawyer might spend his weekends aboard, learning to tack and jib. Sometimes a hull broke the pattern, sitting out of the water like a man-made island, then another mast. Some had lines dangling from the yard that crossed the main mast, others were only poles, everything else eaten away by the elements. They stretched out as far as I could see in either direction, like pins poking out of a pin-cushion, circling a patch of welcoming, green, wonderfully firm looking land.
“Here we are,” The Old Man said. He watched me staring out at the ship’s graveyard. “Failed rescue attempts.” He turned his attention to the map he now had back in his hands, then to a well-used compass. He muttered under his breath and looked back and forth from one to the other, then placed both on the seat beside him and rowed us confidently between the first pair of corpse vessels.
We navigated our way through the reef for what must have been at least a day, but still, the sun didn’t move. I say we, but I can’t say I did much to help. I watched the skeletons of ships pass by, sometimes within a hand’s reach, and wondered who they had come to rescue, were they still on the island? And what had happened to the people on board? We didn’t stop for answers.
Before long, the bottom of our boat was bumping along the shore’s stones, grating and rattling its way to stable ground. 
The Old Man tilted his head and looked at me with raised eyebrows; I leapt out of the boat into shoelace deep water; he tossed me the coil of rope and I walked up the shore, trailing it behind me. 
There were railway tracks running up the beach. The three sets of parallel, iron lines emerged from a trio of rust and tin clad boat sheds then disappeared down into the murky water below our boat. I guess they carried ship trailers once upon a time. They looked too old now to carry anything other than the rust flakes resting on their top.
I knelt beside a rail and tied the rope-end fast around it before walking its iron top to the bank, arms outstretched on both sides like a gymnast walking a tightrope.
The Old Man joined me, we carried on past the boat sheds and through a line of trees that marked the end of the shore like a row of gnarled old men standing guard. Defeated by too many years of the wind beating onto their back, they leaned forward and watched us leave.
We walked past a half-buried statue with a hand grasping at something just out of reach. Its fingers were outstretched. I imagined if there was skin, it would be a pale, taut white. There were patches of original brown stone here and there, the rest was covered in white hardened bird droppings, and not-quite-as-hard, brown and green moss. Two arrows stuck out of the sinewy arm, both with hard stone ribbons carved to look like the shafts had just struck, and the ribbons were still fluttering behind through the air. One was inscribed with Infedliatem and the other, Verum.
The Old Man ran his hand over the statue. “Disbelief and Truth,” he said. “Every dream gets pierced by those at some point. Some pop like a balloon, and some keep on floating. The good ones snap off the feather fletching, push the arrow through, and carry on.”
So this is what an island of fallen dreams looks like.


14 FEATHERS!
 
 
“It’s hard enough to find a job full stop, with the way the market is. So I get it, making a job from something you love is twice as hard. But hard isn’t impossible, and eight hours a day is a long time to be doing something you don’t love.” 
 
- Sarah Chadwick, 34 years old. 
 
————
 
 
When David started changing, it was like a nightmare he couldn’t scream his way out of. 
It was about a week after his relocation run with the busker and he was in the spare room, locked behind its door. The air was stale and the room was dark; heavy closed curtains shielded him from the sun. He sat on the edge of the bed, arms on knees and head in hands. 
He looked up at the mirror again, in case things had gone back to normal. 
Where his arms were covered in short fine hairs a week ago they were now were covered in short downy feathers. 
Feathers!
That wasn’t even the worst of it. David moved his gaze in the mirror past the side of his head to the top of his back. Sprouting out of his bare shoulder blades was a set of small, stubby wings. Saying they were small was like saying you were a little bit dead. 
Wings! 
The feathers were beetle-black, the wings themselves like a moving mass of insects. The reach of these new appendages had grown a few inches each day, and David could now move them like he was moving his toes. He could wriggle his wings.
Wings!
At first, David thought he was still dreaming. When he didn’t wake, he thought he was losing his mind. His wife’s wide eyes as he walked out into the hall had assured him he was very much awake — and unfortunately — sane. He ran into the spare room and slammed the door shut. 
Jane’s high-pitched voice came through the door almost immediately. 
“Babe? You just gave me a fright is all. Bit early for Halloween isn’t it?”
He turned the lock on the door until it clicked.
“Dave?”
David looked up at the mirror. The eyes staring back weren’t his own, blackness swirled in their centre like oil floating on top of a pond. 
“Can you open the door please?” Jane had said.
He had stared blankly at the wood panelled door.
 
————
 
Four or five days had passed, and David hadn’t left the room once. 
His head throbbed. It felt like his brains were mushrooming out and trying to push through his skull. 
He hadn’t eaten. Wasn’t hungry. Didn’t care. The sides of his mouth were sticky and bitter, with a burnt plastic taste on his tongue. He didn’t understand what was happening.
A few months earlier, David had noticed subtle changes in himself. Conversations with Jane that were usually nothing, were leaving him seething with anger. He spent less time at the golf course and the gym and the pool — the time for himself that he once took religiously. Small things that all seemed to happen more as he gained favour with Brigitta and moved up the ranks. He had suspected they were connected. But it was easy to not question things that helped him climb up the ladder. 
Don’t look down.
The more he thought about it, the more he suspected he had known this would happen. Not this exactly, but something bad. Somewhere inside of him, he’d known. There had been a section in the contract that he knew he should have asked more about at the time. Why couldn’t he remember what it was?
Face wrinkled in confusion, and disgust and despair, David watched his reflection as it wept.
 
 


15 THIS DIARY BELONGS TO LISA￼
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“When mum gets home I’m going to tell her I don’t need to save up my money anymore. I know I’ll never be able to afford the horse ranch.” 
 
 - Lisa Chapman, 9 years old.
 
————
 
 
The rain started to fall as we passed the moss-covered statue. Thunder rumbled low in the cabbage trees ahead.
The Old Man took the lead and ran. “Come along, Matthew.” He held his briefcase in both hands over his head like a tuk-tuk’s roof. I jogged in his footsteps and pulled the drawstrings on my jacket’s hood tight around my head.
The birds didn’t like the wet either. Before the shower had started, they had sat above the path from the beach, black silhouettes watching our invasion in silence. Now the murder flew up from the trees. I say murder because they looked like crows, and they looked like evil.
The path wound around a few more giant pines and then disappeared into a hazy mist that wrapped around a little house. It wasn’t the scary sort of cloud that hides a hockey mask and chainsaw. Just a regular old forest fog that seemed to like that little house. 
We followed the path through the mist, and up to the front yard.
The house was made of pale brick and faded yellow weatherboard. It had a verandah at the front with wrought black railing that housed a table and chairs made of nearly-matching-metal. A single hanging pot-plant swung out from under the verandah on its little chain, as if trying to catch whatever rain it could, and passing it across to somebody under the roof.
I followed The Old Man up onto the verandah. He stopped on the last concrete step and brushed the rain from his briefcase, running his hand over the top, near the handle. A soft click popped through the sound of the raindrops. The clasp on the briefcase snapped open. 
“Oh dear.” The Old Man reached down and fumbled with the clasp. 
A yellow, folded piece of paper slipped through the small opening in the case. Then another dropped out and fell to the ground. A breeze pushed by and seemed to suck out a stream of the small folded notes, lifting them into the air and blowing them around us in a circle of white and yellow triangles and squares — wingless origami cranes.
The Old Man’s eyes widened. “Oh dear, oh dear.” He knelt and placed the briefcase gingerly on the ground in front of him then sprung up and started lunging at the twisting snake of paper as it wound around us — his fingers opening to grab at a note floating by, then closing on empty air and skin as he missed. “Matthew! My boy, a hand, please?”
I snapped my arm out and grabbed at a square as it passed. Got it. Then another, and another. I stuffed them into my pockets and reached out for more while the Old Man flailed, catching one here and there. We stood in the middle of that flying paper circus, snatching and grasping until we had every last folded leaf. 
While The Old Man stood panting, I unfolded the last piece of paper I’d caught. There was a short transcript written in neat, blue ink. I read it aloud:
 
“Did you know Valerie Willis went to school down the road? She grew up just like we did. Look at her now. There’s a poster of her in the canteen saying she hated the training but loved to win, and you can’t have one without the other. I’m gonna train like her. Already set my alarm for an hour earlier, you should too.” 
 
- Ariana Cleveland, 12 years old.
 
I pulled another from my pocket, smoothed its wrinkles against my jeans and read:
 
“Bro, I’m telling you. I used to dance every day, just like that, better even. Where did the years —”
 
I looked up from the note. “What are these?”
The Old Man’s hair was ruffled and his shirt was untucked. “Moments of change, pivot points, if you will.” He held his hand out, looking at the note I was holding. “They are the precise time when a person changes from a dreamer to a doer, or from a dreamer to a Cog Turner.” 
I passed him the note and then the rest from my stuffed pockets. He opened the briefcase and folded each one back into a triangle, before sliding them back into the case.
“Very useful for research.” The Old Man closed the clasp with a click. “And understanding exactly what it is we’re fighting against.”
“I see,” I said — not sure if I did.
The Old Man tucked his shirt in, smoothed his hair, and lifted the briefcase twice as if weighing its contents. “Right, now, let’s see if we can’t save this little girl.” He opened the door.
The lounge was a similar yellow to the outside; the painter had nearly got the colour match right. There was a brown couch in front of a big black TV. A fireplace sat recessed in the wall, cobwebs and ashes inside. There was one photo on the mantelpiece. Its silver frame had a red heart sitting top and centre with ‘Memories’ written inside. The picture was centred on a little girl with a big smile. She had long brown hair and a red spotty dress. The smile on her face said ‘this is my Christmas dress, and it’s my favourite dress in the world’. A lady with the same mahogany hair held her hand on one side, and a man in a black buttoned up shirt held the other.
 
Clink
Clink
Clink
 
The sound of dishes rattling from the next room made me jump. “There’s somebody here,” I whispered, turning my head to face the sound.
A woman’s voice came from close by, her hurried tone was edged with the practiced patience of a mother. “That’s nice of them, baby. Make sure you write back and say thank you. Hey, remember I’m working late again tonight, but there’s a bowl of spaghetti bolognese in the fridge, and if you get your homework done, you can have one bowl of ice-cream. One.”
“What about my test on Friday? You said you would help me practice.” A little girl’s voice sounded from the other room, just a few metres away. 
I jerked my gaze from one side of the lounge to the other, scanning frantically for somewhere to hide.
“Hadn’t forgotten that,” the woman’s voice said, “we’ll do it in the morning. I’ll have to wake you up a bit earlier than usual, so definitely no staying up late, OK?”
“OK, Mum.”
“Love you, have a great day at school and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
The door behind me clicked, I spun around, eyes wide, ready to face whoever owned the home we were invading. But there was nobody there, and nothing had moved.
“Don’t worry.” The Old Man scratched his head absently. “She can’t see us.” He turned away and moved through the room.
The little girl’s voice sung out. “Uh uh oh, turn the lights down low and the music up loud till the speakers blow.” The dishes clinked off-beat with her tune.
We passed through the lounge and into a hallway. There were more pictures on the wall; a horse; a grandmother; a picture of the little yellow house.
We were in what must have been the girl’s room now, a single bed and cloud-embroidered duvet cover sat against the wall, piled with more pillows than looked practical. To the side of the bed was a soft-pink writing desk. There was a brown plastic horse standing upright on a corner of the desk, one front leg bent in mid-canter. The rest of the desk was covered in sheets of drawings, a leafy tree here, a paddock filled with horses there. In the centre was a farm scene half sketched in pencil. There was a single black feather under one leg of the desk. Its vane moved in the breeze, trying to escape.
Against the wall opposite the bed was a plain wood dresser with a bowl of hair ties and bracelets on top, plus a few things I didn’t know the names of. The Old Man opened the top drawer of the dresser, reached a hand in and rummaged around. “Ahh,” he said. He smiled as he pulled out a small purple journal like a toy prize caught in a claw game’s pincers.
I held my breath. “Is that her diary?” 
“Indeed it is.” The Old Man thumbed through the first few pages then handed it to me. “We need to find the point before her dream fell, of course.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat and ignored the feeling of guilt in my stomach. Then I read the first page of cursive handwriting — then the next, and the next and the next. 
 
This Diary Belongs To Lisa.
 
 
Mum said it’s called a ranch. It will be the best home for horses in the world. There will be ponds for them to drink out of and jumps for them to leap over and big huge wide open spaces because that’s what they love. I will treat them way, way better than the horrible people that send them away to die when they’ve won enough races. They won’t ever have to be scared again and they will have so many friends to play with.
 
….
 
I lifted my eyes from the diary to the Old Man’s face. “I think those horses usually end up as cat food, and their hooves get made into chewing gum.” That might just be a story the older kids told the smaller ones when I was at school.
The Old Man stared back and said nothing. 
On I stomped through little Lisa’s private life.
 
….
 
I ate my lunch with Melissa and Aroha today and I told them about the horse ranch. They said I don’t even have enough money to buy one horse so I how am I going to make a home for a hundred. 
I told them I’ve been saving my money but Melissa said her dad said a horse costs thousands and thousands of dollars. She said it was a stupid idea. She’s stupid.
 
….
 
Mum’s at work again. I hate it when she has to work after school too. The WHOLE school was talking about how stupid I am today. Even the kids in room 3 were making fun of my lisp. When Mum’s home I’m going to ask her why I sound different.
 
….
 
I’m going to tell Mum I don’t need to save up my money anymore. I know I’ll never be able to buy a horse ranch. Last night I heard her talking on the phone to Aunty Vanessa and she said she didn’t know how she was going to pay for my books. We can use my money for that. 
I wish we were rich like Melissa. 
I wish Dad was still here. 
 
….
 
I asked Mum today why only some people were rich and not everyone. She said that’s the way the world works. I think that’s stupid. The Prime Minister should make us all rich.
 
…
 
Today a man came and visited our class to talk about jobs and working after school. He showed us some really really cool pictures of where he works and how fun it is. He told me I could buy a car if I started working now. That would be so cool. Me and mum could drive to work and school together.
 
…
 
I put my finger on the last entry. “This is it, I think.” I handed the purple book to The Old Man.
The Old Man read it and sighed. “Such a sad tale. But don’t worry, Matthew, we can save her.” He patted his hands against his pockets, then reached into one and took the silver pen out. He clicked it once then began to write in the diary as I looked over his shoulder. Blue lines of ink flowed from the ballpoint tip, an exact copy of Lisa’s handwriting.
 
….
 
Today I dreamed about the ranch again. I’ve decided to keep it. The dream I mean. 
A man came to our house who knows about this stuff and he said that I can believe and grow my dream into a done-thing. Or I can disbelieve it into a no-thing. He asked me to think about the horses because my dream isn’t just about me, it’s about them too, he said all the good ones are. And if I disbelieve it into a no-thing then the horses will keep being sent to the place to die, so I would be hurting them. I don’t want to do that. It wouldn’t be fair.
 
I know I can’t afford a horse yet but the man said if I want it bad enough and believe I can do it then the little roads I take in my life will lead me to a place where I can. He said that’s the magic of the world. 
He said the whole universe is made out of dreams and a life where I don’t follow my one wouldn’t be my life at all, but the life of whoever’s dream I ended up doing. He said the places where the man with the car came from are made to stop us following our dreams and they don’t tell you that until it’s too late. Until the horses are dead. 
I want to make my dream come true. I want the horses to have a home.
 
….
 
“That should do it,” he said, closing the diary and sliding the pen back in his pocket. He shut the diary in its drawer like a lobbed grenade with six seconds on the delay fuse.
We left Lisa’s house and committed several similar break and entry offences across the island. 
A trainee teacher who had forgotten why she wanted to help kids in the first place. An aspiring basketball player who had somehow been convinced that team sport was a selfish pursuit. Even a middle-aged Cog Team captain who had dreamed the traitorous dream of throwing in her job and opening an Ice-Cream shop. Each one felt wrong at first, then better as I watched their dreams be rebuilt. Rewriting diaries, weekly planners, and calendars. Pulling the circuitry from gaming devices. Picking up lives that had fallen off track. We gave them a second chance and hope.
“They all started out so focused and sure of what they wanted in life,” I said, “why does it happen? How do they all lose that?”
“Don’t they just.” The Old Man clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Unfortunately, the world has a habit of convincing you to want something else instead. It can be pretty persuasive sometimes, even without The Lady in Grey’s help.”
Our crime spree took us around the island at least three times and into the homes of two dozen people before The Old Man said it was enough. “Time to head back, I suppose.”
We took the path back through the mist, past the statue, and down to the beach.
We set off in our little boat and rowed back the way we’d come.
I thought I knew the answer but I asked anyway. “Why are there so many fallen dreams, why now?”
The Old Man nodded. “It will always happen. There’s no way to stop it completely. The possibility of them falling is what makes them dreams after all. But you’re not trying to march against the naysayers and the doubt like you used to.” He stopped rowing and wiped at his forehead with the sleeve of his blue plaid shirt. “The Lady in Grey is getting smarter with her attacks, and there are not enough Charlies left in the world to build their swings and convince you to fight. Sometimes you surrender after a long hard struggle. Sometimes you have a go at it until you suffer your first set of casualties — ego, some pride, a few friends. Then up goes the white flag.” 
He let out a long, loud breath. 
“You forget that losses are inevitable. And sometimes… sometimes you don’t even try to start. You have the dream and ignore it, not even trying to grow it into a done-thing. After I’ve taken all that time to write it and send it down.”
He was looking at me but I didn’t think he wanted a response, and I didn’t have one to give. 
He picked the oars back up and started rowing.
 
————
 
The sun still didn’t move, but after what felt like another week at sea, we were back on the beach with the low hanging trees. Back home, nearly. I pulled the rowboat up the shore and tied it back where we had found it.
“So how do we stop it happening?” I kicked a comet-trail of sand into the air. “The dreams falling, I mean.” 
“Well, Matthew, the best defence is always a strong offence. And on that note I've got one more person to see.” The Old Man stroked his knuckles. “One more final battle to fight, again.”
I didn't bother pointing out that his sentence didn't really make sense.
“I’ll find you when I’m done,” he said. He turned off from the beach toward the city. I took the path back through the park. One field over, there were kids playing rugby in jerseys of red, green, and mud. The scoreboard numbers were big enough to read, Home: 23 / Visitors: 20. Sideline shouts of “Ref!” “Get in there green!” and “Go!” floated into the park through the trees. 
Not a single bird in sight. 


16 A FLY ON BLOOD￼
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“The reality is, I don’t have time for it anymore. I’m at the factory nine hours a day. Between that and my commitments at the Club, there’s very little room for much else. I do what I need to do for this family, and that’s enough. That’s my lot.” 
 
- Charlotte Young, 48 years old. 
 
————
 
 
The streetlight opposite the house flickered twice, then went out.
It was 1 AM or thereabouts. Not that time mattered to the black shadow of a thing sitting on the tiles of the roof. If you were looking at it from a passing car, it was a one-dimensional ink splotch, just a dark, starless patch of the sky — a flat shadow of its master's desires. If you were unlucky enough to be closer, you might see the eyes on its hands. Both palms forked out into long oily fingers, each one a crow’s head with a thin beak that curved down like a claw. Its knuckles were lined with a row of tiny black eyes, blood-red rimmed, and set like opals in a dark rusty ring. They judged as they stared, and they blinked as they watched — seeing in all directions. If you were unwise enough to get closer, you might smell the stale meat and burnt tin on its breath. You might jump in fright at the midnight black wings on its back. It was a terrible thing to see, but it has lived most of its life in the world above the clouds, so chances are you’ve never had the misfortune.
 
————
 
The shadow sat hunched on the roof and scanned for a point of entry, then dropped head first off the edge. It glided down, wings opening mid-flight, sloping through the air like an empty black envelope falling from a table. It landed on a branch next to the window. Three black birds flew silently from the bough, making room for their superior.
The shape sat on the branch and looked in through the open window and half-closed curtains, dark wings contrasting against the shiny red weatherboard of the house, like a fly on blood.
It had been here every night for the past week, following the same routine. It didn’t plan; it couldn’t think that far ahead. It felt the pull, and it followed. It didn’t know who lived in the house, it only knew the target was near. The one inside. That was all that mattered.
A siren wailed in the distance. 
The creature didn’t hear anything but the target’s heartbeat.
The black wings opened and closed as it flew through the window. The curtains fluttered without a sound. One more easy flap of its wings and two leathery black feet landed on the floorboards beside the bed. 
 
Creak.
 
Most of the target was covered by blankets, an unmoving lump in the bed. The back of a ginger-haired head was the only part exposed, but the creature could still see the light radiating from her. Light was bad. Light was pain. Stop the light.
The sleeping lump moved and shifted, then turned over. The body rolled to a rest, its closed eyes facing the winged thing beside the bed.
The black creature tilted its head to the side. Something deep within tugged at it. Tugged at him. It knew the target from somewhere. The colour of ginger on the pillow stirred a memory that belonged to something else. Someone else. A water park, a bar, a tabby cat through a window. It pulled at his consciousness again. Not hard enough that anything moved. The memory slipped away like a leaf on the breeze. That consciousness and the person it had once been were buried deep below a thick, heavy blanket of mindless loyalty and darkness.
Wings folded back up behind its shoulders, the creature walked to the foot of the bed. The floorboards groaned at each step. The thing stared with hatred at the light in the bed, smoky, black eyes unblinking. It lowered its head and unfurled the wings once more, as if about to take flight. It leaned forward into the light and stood over the bed and the body under the covers, wings casting a swirling shadow over both, a shadow dark enough to be seen in the void of the night, darker than the back of tightly squeezed eyelids, dark enough to blot out the target’s light.
The creature didn’t know how long it stood there, still as a cemetery statue of an angel. It only knew the darkness was safe.
Then the sun started gliding up towards the horizon, its cue to leave. 
Through the curtains.
Out the window.
Onto the branch and back into the barely night sky. 
The thing that had been David flew into the clouds and away from the light.


17 BATTLE-AXE EYES
 
 
“Been two years now, and nothing to show for it. They said I would be the best in the world. I should be the best in the world. But even the best can’t catch a break these days. Guess I should start thinking about that job you pointed out. What did you say it was paying?”
 
- Wes Dawson, 22 years old. 
 
————
 
 
I was back in my apartment, sitting on my couch, coffee in cup, cup in hand. Everything just as it should be.
 
The black TV screen flashed into flat life and colour. It showed a fluorescent-lit studio stage with three people in armchairs. In the middle, a man in a pink striped shirt, with greasy spiked hair. To one side of the stage, The Old Man was sitting with his hands resting in his lap. On the other side, a lady in a well-cut grey suit sat back with one leg folded over the other, black shoe hanging mid-air. The man with the spiky hair was mid-sentence; “—not often we get to see a debate of this quality. We’re in for a special treat. So, thank you both for coming. To start with, can you tell us how the campaign has gone so far, Brigitta?” He turned to the woman and laid his hands out flat, as if presenting a luxury sedan to the audience. 
Brigitta nodded, an easy smile sliding on her face like a car salesman’s hand over a waxed bonnet. "Thank you, John, it’s so nice to see you again. I must say, I am truly delighted at the progress we’ve made.” Her eyebrows lifted. “Nine new factories in as many weeks, three thousand, six hundred, and forty-five more Cog turns this month than last. That’s in our major cities alone, John. And let me say, we’re doing this because the people have said it’s what they want, it’s what—”
“What who wants?” The Old Man slapped his hand against the armrest of the chair. “You, Brigitta. It’s what you want.” 
Brigitta smiled at The Old Man. Her cheeks moved up, but her head tilted down. “Sorry, John. As I was saying, the response from voters has been overwhelmingly clear.” Brigitta extended her index finger like a drill-sergeant's cane and struck it against the air in time with her words. “They. Want. Action. Too long have we tolerated a nation of complacency. Too long have we watched our neighbour stay at home doing nothing, while we went to work like we should. We turned the Cogs that kept the street lights on, we sacrificed for their comfort. But no more. No more.” She stabbed her finger down into the arm of her chair, then looked straight at the camera and smiled.
The Old Man’s face filled the screen. The eyes behind his accountant-style glasses narrowed; they glinted like a battle-axe’s edge in the sun. He swung around to face Brigitta. The camera zoomed out just in time to catch her flinch. “And what difference have those have Cog turns made, Ms. Spinks? Tell me what all that work has done for the people. Are they fulfilled? Are they happy?”
Brigitta’s rolling eyes raised a shield and she counter-attacked, perfect smile still in place. "What difference have your dreams and wishes made, old man? Show me.” Her voice got deeper. The side of her smile curled up into a snarl.
The air in my flat was suddenly thinner, harder to breathe. Pressure started pushing against my ears the way it does on a train going through a tunnel. I sniffed. Something was burning. I looked up at the ceiling. Instead of the overhead fan spinning, a blue sky swirled and pushed out from the centre. The heavens expanded like a whirlpool reversed. Thick stripes of snapdragon purple and blue untwisted and smudged into sky. White lines unfurled and unfolded as clouds. The walls fell away into hills that went on forever.
Clang. Scrape. The sound of steel against steel rang out in the distance.


18 EXCITED ABOUT LIFE
 
 
“Once I started doing it for the money, the money stopped coming. So I stopped worrying about the money, and it all came at once!”
 
- Julie Kingi, 59 years old.
 
————
 
 
Aimee Day walked into the office and glanced at the sign on the door. ‘Dr. Mary Lawson - Psychiatrist’. This was the second time in Aimee’s life she had been in such a place. The first office had smelled like pine-scented disinfectant. This one did too.
 
————
 
Two months ago, Aimee had been sipping French-roasted coffee in her office, looking out over her pride and joy: Days Waterpark - Days of Fun for the whole family.
A boy and girl in matching blond hairdos crashed together on the Impact Boat ride below Aimee’s window. The sides of their boats’ inflated rubber rings bounced off each other like wobbly puppies bumping heads, and happy yelps of excitement carried across the water.
What a life.
A copy of the local paper sat on the windowsill; Aimee smiled and mouthed the words from her profile piece.
“Aimee Day is an artist. She paints landscapes of laughter, fun, and family. She spends her days making kids giggle like lunatics and her nights dreaming up new ways to do the same.” It was nice to reflect on how wonderful things were going. She had made a note to thank the journalist again.
That was then.
 
————
 
Now, Aimee was sitting in a plain, grey armchair facing the psychiatrist, Mary, who sat in her own matching chair just a few feet away. 
Mary wore a spun-wool cardigan over a modest green dress. An understanding half-smile waited on her face. 
“Thanks for coming in, Aimee. I know we talked over the phone about the rules while you’re here, but I just want you to remember first and foremost, that this is a safe place.” Mary rested her elbows on her thighs and held one hand in the other. “My responsibility to you is one of care and partnership. We’ll work through what’s bothering you together. I also want you to remember that anything we talk about here is absolutely confidential.” Mary leaned forward in her chair. “Now, why don’t we start with why you decided to visit. What’s on your heart?”
Aimee drew a long breath in through her nose and out through her mouth. Here goes. “Well, it’s like I told you over the phone, I guess. I’m just not excited to get out of bed anymore. I’m not excited about life. I’m sad. I’m sad about breakfast, sad about work. God, I’m sad about everything.”
“OK, well, firstly I just want to say it's great that you’ve noticed this change and have acknowledged that you don’t need to face it alone, Aimee. That’s a really important first step, and I know it can be hard. Now can you tell me a bit more about what makes you sad?”
“Everything.” Aimee sighed. “I used to love my morning coffee. Now some days I can’t face drinking it, or stirring it, or even leaving the house. I just sit and look at the cup. Sometimes I end up crying - over nothing.” She looked up at Mary for a second then dropped her eyes back to the floor. “Maybe sad isn’t the right way to describe it. I just don’t feel good. I don’t feel any good anymore. None. Does that make sense?” 
“Go on.” 
“I used to be excited to see what would happen after breakfast. You know, I found an old poem I wrote about the colours of the morning. It talked about the blues of the water, the whites of the kids’ smiling teeth, the sun-yellow sand on Castaway Beach. Everything used to be so bright and colourful.” Another sigh escaped.
“I see.”
“But when I think back to those memories, I can’t see the colours anymore.” Aimee rubbed the back of her foot against the armchair leg. “It all looks grey. Like someone painted my recollections of the park, and then copied it over in a dark, ugly, grayscale.”
Mary jotted something on her notepad.
“I have to fight with my alarm clock just to get out of bed now,” Aimee said, “and when I do get out, it’s so I can spend my day sitting in that awful cubicle with the rest of Cog Team thirty-six, grimacing through the day like the rest of them.” She rolled her eyes. “Fill out the spreadsheets. File the reports. Copy this document over to that format.” She moved her head from side to side.
“OK, tell me why exactly you’re not happy in your job,” Mary said. “It’s a new job, is that right?”
“Oh I’m not finished yet,” Aimee said. “Repeat step one. More spreadsheets. Then repeat again. Once more, and then it should just about be time for a Supplies & Snack break. Sorry, yeah, it’s a new job. God. A new, boring job. A week of new, boring days, for my new, boring life. I should have never sold the water park.” She looked up at the single painting on the wall. It showed a house in a field. Very soothing. That was probably the point. “So, yeah, I’m not just unhappy in my new job. I hate it. I guess that’s why I’m here today. Is that enough?”
Mary paused. “You mentioned your mother’s passing when we talked on the phone,” Mary said. “Why don’t y—”
“Oh, and the dreams.” Aimee rubbed her face. “They’re not like the usual ones. Every night, whatever I’ve done that day gets unpicked and pulled apart like a cushion having its stitching undone and the stuffing wrenched out. It’s like someone has taken my day and turned every good thing that happened upside down, into something bad. It started with the park, Days Park that is, obviously.” She looked down at her feet.
“In the dream, I choose the park over Mum, and then she dies of loneliness. Because of me. I had that dream for six weeks straight after she died. I sold the park just to stop the dreams and the guilt. But the dreams carried on, they’re just about something else I’ve done wrong. Every night, the same thing happens, and every day I wake up wondering why I bothered the day before.”
 
————
 
The session went its full fifty minutes; it ended with Mary writing a bill for the time, and a script for some pills; Amitriptyline, twice daily; the weekly sessions were to continue.
“We’ll work through this together,” Mary said again. “We’re not going to get to the solution straight away, but next week we’ll talk about some strategies we can start with.”
Aimee put on a smile for Mary’s sake.
“The medication I’ve prescribed will help normalise your emotions,” Mary said. “It will take away some of the tears. It can take up to six weeks to start working, so don’t be disheartened if you don’t notice a difference right away. And Aimee, I need you to understand, this might be something you deal with for the rest of your life, and that’s not as scary as it sounds. We can deal with it. People go through it and live perfectly normal lives.”
Aimee nodded, looking down at the folded prescription note clutched in her hand.
	“I've got you booked in for the same time next Tuesday,” Mary said, lifting her head up from her diary. “Does that still work?”
“Yeah, that's fine.”
“I look forward to seeing you then.”
Aimee didn’t think she could look forward to anything ever again.


19 HEAVY PLATE BOOTS
 
 
“Sometimes you gotta take a punt. Push the what-ifs and the how-abouts to the side, and just see what happens. However the plan turns out, good or bad, at least I won’t be on my deathbed, gutted that I never took a crack at it.” 
 
- Olly Patterson, 23 years old.
 
————
 
 
I was standing in a field of trampled grass; patchy green hills rolled out as far as I could see. Thin fingers of black smoke spread through the sky, pushed by the swirl that was once my rattling ceiling-fan. 
At my feet, a thick book lay prone under a sword’s chipped edge. A wooden crossbow was pinned under an open notebook with watery blues and magnolia pinks flowing off the page. Here a scrapbook under a spear, there a diary over a dagger. Hundreds of flies buzzed over the battlefield of abandoned weapons and books.
Ahead, a cone of upright logs stood burning, cloaked in an undulating haze of heat. Each trunk crisscrossed against the others at the top. Past that, another teepee of logs burned just the same, and so on from one side of the battleground to the other. Flames leapt, and sparks floated inside black smoke threads, coaxed from the fires’ blazing bases. It was a strange scene, but then, one TV ad earlier, I was in my lounge watching the six o’clock news — so, not that strange.
 
Clang. 
Scrape. 
Crash.
The sound bounced off the hills.
 
Two armoured figures exchanged blows not far from the first bonfire. One wore a blue shirt over shiny silver chain-mail. The long sleeves of the mail were exposed, and its tiny rings shimmered as one, like a lake top in light. The other fighter wore a suit of sharp-angled, grey-plated armour, steel sections sliding over each other as it moved. They both wore open-faced helms; I squinted and focused on their features through the wavy lines of heat.
The warrior in grey plate was the lady I had seen on TV; the one in blue was The Old Man.
A dark winged creature stood to the side of Brigitta. Behind The Old Man, a small gathering of charcoal coloured stick figures with triangular heads stood on wobbly lined legs.
The Old Man shouted, “If everyone keeps doing what they’ve always done, nothing new will be made. We will only have the things we’ve always had.” He swung his fist. Brigitta ducked the incoming missile. As The Old Man’s torso continued twisting with the momentum of his punch, Brigitta flicked her arm up and brought the black ball of a mace crashing down.
“We don’t need anything else,” Brigitta yelled, “the industry of hard working souls is what built this world.” 
 
Crash.
 
The mace smashed into the Old Man’s shoulder guard; his knees bent; he staggered forward. Brigitta pulled her arm back to strike again, but The Old Man’s left hand snaked out and gripped the mace’s chain. 
“What of invention?” he yelled. “What of the ideas that grew into the machines your beloved workers turn each day?” The Old Man tugged on the chain, pulling Brigitta towards him. He leaned back, head tilted up, neck exposed. He flung his forehead at her in a head butt. The rivets across his helmet collided with Brigitta’s shiny nose-guard. 
Brigitta stumbled back and adjusted her helm. A sound like a laugh gurgled out. “They serve their purpose. We have them now. We need more workers. Not more machines. Not more dreamers.” She launched forward, heavy plate boots making the ground tremble. She took two massive strides then punched her foot forward - a steel-shod kick straight into The Old Man’s stomach.
Knocked backwards, The Old Man bent over, shoulders hunched forward. “Life is–” he gasped for air “–more than...that!” He straightened; his shoulders went back; he pulled a sword from a scabbard I hadn’t seen on his waist. He raised the blade above his head, steel cutting through the smoke. “And their happiness?” he said, sword wavering in the air. “Their enjoyment of this life we made for them? You talk of research but ignore the results you don’t agree with. The work they do is your purpose, not theirs.” His sword swayed in the air. “With no purpose of their own, they break. They die! What is the point of us building all this if the people can’t live here? They need a purpose; they need to find their own reason to breathe.”
“I give them purpose,” she yelled as she charged.
The Old Man dropped his stance and braced for the impact.



20 LEAVE ‘EM TO IT￼
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“On a dark lonely shore, oh, the clouds and the mist.
Pulling stars from the black mouths of silvery fish.
Tell her, follow no man like most nobody does.
Handed their dreams on a plate from above.”
 
 
- The Fisherman’s song, scratched on the bark of a Pohutukawa tree
 
————
 
 
The air changed again. It came in a thick wave of sticky heat smelling of salt, mud, and sweetly rotting leaves. 
The hills were gone, and I was standing in front of a lake at the foot of a low, grassy hill. 
There was no wind, but a procession of leaves flew through the air in a pattern that, for some reason, I followed with my finger. The brown and green kites arced up into the fading light of the sky, then rolled back down to land on a rusted, corrugated iron roof.
The roof sat on top of a wooden building; the wooden building sat on top of the lake. The walls were a patchwork of mixed-shade whites. A row of broken windows glowed orange in flickers and starts, like candles burned in the rooms within.
The disappearing sun slunk behind a single Pohutukawa tree on the hill behind the building. The tree’s silhouette looked like a black cardboard cutout with edges of ember-deep red.
“Them two are always fighting, leave ‘em to it.”
Standing knee-deep in the lake was a fisherman. He wore a red-checked shirt, with sleeves rolled up to his elbows. A felt bowler hat sat snug on his head, a thick mane of black hair fell to his shoulders, curling up and reaching back at the sky. His face was brown like Totara wood. His eyes sparkled, and laugh lines swept from the edges of his eyes in a flourish. Tattoos wound up his cheeks to the sides of his wide, flat nose – sharp lines chiseled in dark green ink. The whorling koru patterns framed a gap-toothed smile that stretched his lips thin with mischief. He was huge. He must have been at least seven foot tall with shoulders nearly as wide. I realise that would make him a square. But trust me, they were big.
The fisherman was pulling a net through the water, slowly and carefully, draping it over his arm in bunches. When its end splashed out of the lake, he ran his hand over its outside as if feeling for something. He made a tsk sound and frowned.
“They carry the problems of the world, they do; you don’t need to worry about all-a-that, little ika, little fish,” he said without a look in my direction. He took the net off his arm in both hands, and tossed it high into the air, pulling the two edges open as it launched, so it formed a circle as it flew. The sides landed first, splashing softly into the lake; the rest of the netting in the middle followed, cutting down and through the water.
He pulled the net in by its rope, plucked six fish out of the mesh, and dropped them flapping into a tin bucket beside him on the shore. They looked like oversized silver shavings, shining as the last rays of sun hit. 
“Much kinder than them gill nets they’re dragging behind the boats these days, aye?” He winked and cocked his head to one side. “Shhh. Hear that? ...No, course you don’t. Here. You’re gonna like this. Watch.” 
He swept his arm upwards and pointed to the sky. Droplets of sparkling water flew from his fingers then floated back down to land on the lake’s calm surface.
A police siren sounded in the distance. A hundred birds I swear weren’t there before flew out of the Pohutukawa tree in fright.
I looked up and saw an outline starting to form in the sky. No, not an outline of something in the sky, an outline of the sky. It was as if the heavens were a painting, and someone was carving out a jigsaw puzzle piece.
“Never gets old,” the fisherman said quietly.
The displaced section of sky started moving out of the painting as if being pushed from the back. The piece became solid; the top moved out first, then the whole slice fell from the picture. It tumbled top over bottom twice, before hitting the horizon and falling down the gap between land and sky.
“Wait for it.” The fisherman pointed with a bent elbow and straight finger.
The puzzle piece void started filling itself back in, the white cloud and blue sky re-appearing as if being painted with giant brushstrokes, and the outline slowly disappeared into one seamless picture again. Soon I couldn’t tell there had ever been a gap. 
“And another shall take its place, everything being fair, don’t worry it’s a big old ocean ouuuut there.” The fisherman sang the words to a Country-sounding tune I couldn’t place. He turned to me and raised his bushy eyebrows as if only now realising I was there, as if the rest of the conversation had been with himself.
“That there was a dream falling, ain’t it a sight to behold? One of my better ones, if I don’t say so myself.”
“Oh no.” My eyes widened. “Can we fix it?”
“Huh? Fix it? Oh, right.” The fisherman chuckled; the tattoos on his face wriggled, and his shark-tooth earring shook with excitement. “Kāore, little fish. No, we can’t fix it. Well, that ain’t entirely true. But we don’t need to.” He reached a huge hand over and rested it on my shoulder. “You mighta spent a bit too much time with the old fella. Even when that clever wahine, Brigitta, is winning, there’s still dreams-a-plenty in the sea. Not taking away from the importance of each of them, of course. The old one is right about that. If you don’t grow ya dreams into a purpose, you break. You always have. It’s on my list to fix, but aue, I’m only one fisherman, and when they’re runnin they’re runnin!” He smiled, mouth opened wide to show a row of huge teeth standing proud, somehow ancient-looking and brilliantly white at the same time. 
“We break?” I said.
“Āe, little fish.” His smile faded, and he bowed his huge head. The twinkle in his eyes was a little softer, sadder. “People need purpose, and you need to dream like sharks need to swim. But those Cogs need turning too. And whether you’re in the factory or making dreams real, you gotta believe in what you’re doing. Otherwise, what’s it all for?” He plucked a dark green branch of lake-weed off the shoulder of his shirt and flicked it out over the water. “This world’s all you got given, and she’s a delicate balance, she is. Ain't no other way to make it work. Believe me, I tried.”
“But don’t we need to help The Old Man win?” I said. “Won’t the nightmares take over if the dreams keep falling?”
“No, no, no.” The fisherman shook his head and smiled. “Lord knows neither of those fools really want to win the fight. Imagine that! A world where all you did was dream? Or all you did was work? Only ever happened a couple of times on my watch, and sure enough, the other one always catches up. And everything comes right like it ought to. They’re like summer sandflies on skin, those two; they know where they need to be. They know they need each other – much as they like to pretend that ain’t the case.”
I knew I had something important to ask, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember what it was.
The net was draped over the fisherman’s arm. He flicked it out and whistled as the sides hit the water’s top in a perfect circle. He pulled the rope in, one hand moving over the other. The net chased its own ripple as it moved through the water towards him. More flapping fish. More lake-weed.
“Oh, go on then.” The fisherman sighed. “Ask ya question, little ika.”
And I remembered what it was.
“The Old Man made me promise to grow my dream. But I don’t even know what my dream is. And you’re saying I need to turn Cogs, too. I can’t do both. What should I do?”
“Ahh, that’s all you want to know? The secret to happiness? Well, heck, that’s the easiest one.” He chuckled again and turned to face me. His laugh made me think of my Nana’s chest freezer, full of ice cream, ice blocks, and other cold treats – it felt like everything was going to be OK. 
“The trick is to get the circle going just before it hits the water.” He turned and threw the net again. “Too early and it will get all out of shape by the time it lands, see? Too late and, well, it ain’t gonna magically grow into a circle, is it?”
I scratched the back of my neck and looked down at my shoes.
“Hmm, guess that don’t help much if you’re not a fisherman now, does it? Been a little while since I talked to someone other than myself I’m afraid.” The fisherman took his hand off the net’s rope and stroked the swirling tattoos on his chin. “The secret to it is, there ain't no secret.” He paused and looked out over the lake. “Those two been tussling since well before ya time, and I’ll bet you a bucket of kina they’ll keep tussling a long time after it too. Cause there ain’t no winner’s side and no loser’s side there. There ain’t no right and wrong with a sheep-fence down the middle. You need to do what you decide you need to do. Not what the world tells you. Not what ya mother did. Not what ya daddy did. Listen to yourself. Heck, don’t pay no attention to old fools like me.”
“I still don’t know what I want to do, though.” I regretted the whining tone of my voice the second it left my lips.
The fisherman nodded. “Āe. And you won’t. Not at least till you tried a few things. You got to find what you love - it don’t come with no directions neither. You got to move those little waewae of yours; set those feet off on adventures. Don’t stay stuck in the current. Just cause everyone else is swimming in that direction doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be off in the other. Sometimes everyone else is wrong, and you’re the only one who knows it.”
 
Clang.
Crash.
 
Brigitta and The Old Man were out there somewhere, still battling away.
“Now that I mention it, if you’re ready, and looking for something to have a crack at, the old fella is recently in need of a new assistant.” The fisherman wiped his forehead with a thick chunky arm. “Those weird looking librarians of his don’t do him no favours if you ask me. But he likes them, and he needs one more.”
“Assistant?” I asked, “what kind of th—”
“Now, he tends to be pretty particular with his hires, but I’m aware of ya Mother’s artistic persuasions, and ya Daddy’s work ethic.” He lowered his voice. “About as exciting as watching a tray of Kahawai fillets cook in the smoker, that father of yours was. But based on that I’d say you just about meet all the red tape sign-offs. Tends to be me that does the signing off anyway, truth be told. And I certainly reckon he could do worse than you.”
“I don’t know much about dreams, sir…”
“Rubbish, you’ve been doing it all ya life. And now you’ve seen a dream fall too. You’re damn nearly an expert.”
“Well, I have enjoyed The Old Man’s company – once I got used to him, that is. He’s very… honest.” Eccentric was probably a good word too, but I didn’t want to sound rude. “I guess I could think about it.”
	“Look, there’s a contract in that bucket over by the tree. Bring it here. Run ya sniffer over it, and if you like how it smells, I’ll getcha set up right away. I’m sure he’ll be finished soon.”
I brought the contract over and he handed me an ancient-looking pencil from his jean pocket. 
“There’s some bits in there that are a little old and might sound odd,” he said. “So if it don’t make sense, you can probably ignore it. Updating them contracts is on my list.”
 
 
Standard Contract Schedule A36
 
I _____ agree to all conditions and clauses mentioned in the following contract of employment (hereby referred to as The Contract).
 
1) I will strive to always uphold the balance of night and day, good and evil, or whichever equation I am tasked with maintaining as per my arrangement with the hiring manager (A1 common clause). 
2) I will treat all with respect, care, and love. When not possible to love, I will show tolerance. When not possible to show tolerance, I will show my back, when not possible to show my back, I will show my glove.
3) All intellectual property and atmospheric conditions created while in the employ of the hiring manager remain the sole property of the organisation and shall be attributed as such.
4) In the event of an accident leading to loss of limb: compensation to be rewarded at the rate of one rice sack per centimetre of limb lost (in the event of an ear, surface area is to be used). 
5) Harvest leave to be discussed with employer at least three weeks in advance.
 
…
 
…
 
And on it went, down four more stapled pages. I’m no lawyer, but it all seemed like common sense, aside from a few lines that I figured were no longer relevant. Still, I read it through twice – because I’d heard that was what you were meant to do with contracts – and then I signed.


21 AND THAT’S THAT
 
 
Telling you this makes it a tale, but a tale isn’t always untrue.
 
————
 
 
And that’s why I’m here today. 
I’m writing this with the same pencil the fisherman lent me, so it doesn’t get lost when I change. Because I will, we all do – I can already feel it starting. My throat is lumpy and the insides of my cheeks taste ever so slightly of stone. Too much time on one side of the fight, and our bodies adjust and adapt. Some of us change quickly, some of us slowly, but we all change – we’re all just black lines or feathers. It’s the price we pay for being able to shut out the rest of the equation – the rest of the noise. I’m not scared. There are others like me up there, plus I’ll be helping you and the rest of the dreamers, so it’s worth it. 
Like I said, I signed the contract. I negotiated a deal – because I’d heard that was what you were meant to do with contracts. My start date with The Old Man was ten years from the day of signing so I could work on my dreams first. So that’s where I’ve been, making and shaping those jigsaw puzzle pieces of the sky, in the hope that they never fall out. The Old Man helped me write them of course, but I chose the colour and cut; I brought them to life on my own. Pencilling this tale onto pages for you was one of the last dreams left on my list. I wrote it so you can pass it on. They used to be all we had, stories that is. Then we grew up, grew smart, and forgot. I hope at least some of what I’ve told you makes sense; it’s as true as I can remember. The edges of my journey are blurry at times, and there are parts I had to forget. There are pieces I learned about too, like who the Old Man was before he got old. That’s his tale though, and like the roots of a flax bush that’s been there forever, I can’t dig it out on my own. 
 
————
 
You’re probably wondering what happened to Aimee.
She never did recover completely. But she didn’t break. And the fight between The Old Man and Brigitta carried on alongside Aimee’s battle between the good days and bad. The colours came back to her, but there are still mornings when the coffee tastes gritty with grinds. Though, now she knows how to manage them, so fewer tears fall in her cup. 
She’s working at another park, a regular one with swings and slides and jungle gym bars. It’s not hers, but it’s home; she laughs and is excited about life. Her dream wasn’t really about the water, or the rides, or the name on the sign, or the magazine interview notes. It was about the smiles on those little kids’ faces. The new park brings plenty of that. 
She spends her weekends hunting the blues and the yellows and the other outdoor hues that she loves. She climbs mountains, and swims in the sea and the sun and works harder at smiling each day. While those colours used to sing from the park at her doorstep, she appreciates them more than back then. She appreciates them more for the work that they take. Each smile feels hard-earned and wide.
 
————
 
	As you know, David changed, just like I will. But he chose the other side, so his change was different; feathers instead of lines; wings instead of webs. You get what you ask for, I guess. His wife and daughter don’t know where or what he is now, other than gone and away. They couldn’t say when; the door was left locked, so the neighbour broke it down with an axe. 
 
Swing. 
Smash.
Crunch.
 
All three held their breaths as iron hit wood, then as the door panel bulged, then cracked. David’s daughter peeked from around the hall corner. His wife stood with shoulders square to the door. 
The door swung open as chunks of paint and pine flew off its frame. The room was empty and cold. The window was open, the curtain half-torn and waving from the rails. There were small black feathers floating back and forth across the carpet, stuck in a breeze, like dark sailboats lost at sea. 
Nobody else seemed to notice he was gone. A new Second in Command came along, and the rest of the office wished they were him. Just like they had wished they were David. Just like they’ll wish they’re whoever comes next. The Cogs kept turning, and the world kept spinning, too fast to pause and reflect.
 
————
 
And that's that.
The next time I’m near, you won’t know it’s me. You won’t know it’s anyone, in fact. But I’ll be waking you from that startling fall in your sleep when you somehow drop all the way down to your bed without moving an inch. You might feel my spider-silk and nettle thread webs sliding carefully under your back. You won’t feel me catch your dream, but if you stop falling, then know that I have. You won’t see me when your eyelids blink open, but I’ll be there in the shadow. Then I’ll head upstairs, back to The Device, back to work.
Maybe one day you’ll come and lend a hand. Or maybe you’ll choose the other side.
Or maybe you’ll think this was all just a story and carry on like nothing needs change.
Either way, until we meet again.
Dream well.
 



AUTHORS NOTE
 
I always thought people who printed their words in books had mastered the art of writing. The fact you're reading this proves that a lie. The writing in this book is definitely not masterful. But that’s because writing is a craft you get better at as you go, and I haven’t been going for that long. That’s OK though, I didn’t write this to become an author the world valued; I wrote it to add value to my children’s world.
If it was worth your time reading, please leave a review at www.goodreads.com, and www.amazon.com.
 
While this is the first book I've published, it won't be the last - visit www.perabarrett.com  or add me on Facebook if you want to hear more about other books or the Shoebox Christmas project.
 
Nga mihi (thanks),
Pera.
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