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CHAPTER ONE


It started off like any other day. Hine swept the duvet off her feet and pushed onto the cold wooden floor, which creaked under her foot. At night, going to the wharepaku, she had to tiptoe, or the floor would croak – like a toad in a fairytale – and wake her parents.


She imagined a slimy toad now on the planked wooden floor of her bedroom, and was thankful that they don’t live in Aotearoa, the land of the long white cloud.


Hine looked out her streaked and blurred window and sighed. The land of the long white cloud doesn’t sound right. It’s always raining. It should be the land of the long black rain cloud.


After breakfast, she and her brother, Hōhepa, set off to school, huddled under a faded, holey umbrella. On the front step of the house, Hine pressed her hands against the straps of her backpack. She yanked up her turquoise overalls and felt the weight of the bag rest on her shoulders.


The orange door closed loudly behind them. Hine looked back at the old wooden state house, the yellow paint cracking and lifting like bark. A fat raindrop hit her on her arm as she looked down at her worn shoes. The pooled water in the cracks of pavement leeched into her white socks.


She was proud of her bright purple backpack from Kmart. Hōhepa had one too but his was black. Sometimes the other kids at kura would tell her that because they were so short she and Hōhepa looked like two backpacks walking themselves along the road.


Hine held her hand outside the umbrella, but it stayed dry.


‘Woohoo! The rain has stopped,’ exclaimed Hōhepa as he took off, striding forward to get ahead of his sister.


Hine looked at her brother and all she could see of him was a black tuft of his curls. She tossed a plait behind her back.


Skipping ahead, Hōhepa began practising his waiata from kapa haka, ‘He hōnore, he korōria’.


Hine covered her ears. It’s annoying having a little brother. Why couldn’t I have a little sister instead? Named … Marama. With a cute little face. She smiled to herself, and paused.


‘He hōnore, he korōria.’


Snapped out of her reverie, Hine commented, ‘Hōhepa, you’re way off-key.’


Hōhepa poked out his tongue and sprinted towards the yellow school gates, shouting, ‘Do you think I caaare what you say, Hine?’


Ugh. She rolled her eyes and watched him run across the black asphalt and into his classrom.


At kura, Hine and Hōhepa had kapa haka with their kaiako Matua Hone. Hine thought he was crack-up because he would always turn up late to kapa haka practice, his hair messy and flopping over his eyes.


He had sweat dripping down his brow today, and his round face was beaming as he carried his guitar with gusto into the school hall. ‘Had to run to get here on time, tamariki mā! Had a staff meeting.’ But the glint in his eye told Hine that he wasn’t late because of a staff meeting.


Hine had a gift for picking up on little hints like that. The look in somebody’s eyes, the movement of the body, the flick of the hair. Sometimes she thought maybe she might be a mind-reader. Especially of adults. Adults always think children don’t know when they are lying.


I wonder what would happen if they realised I knew … maybe it’s a superpower? She was hopeful as she stared out the hall’s window. The branches of a tree were whipping across the glass.


Hine thought hard for a moment. She had a strong suspicion that Matua Hone was late because he had been visiting the newest kaiako: Whaea Moana.


Whaea Moana was tall, slender and muscled, with wavy long brown hair and a pretty face. She was also fluent in te reo.


For all of those reasons, Whaea was the most amazing person Hine had ever known. Hine couldn’t speak te reo, and her parents didn’t too much either, just a few words here and there. She wasn’t sure why her family didn’t speak it at home, like the other kids’ families did.


Hine joined Ngāhina and Miriama in the second row. They were gossiping about Matua Hone always annoying Whaea Moana. Asking her if she wanted help with her books. With her classroom. With her reo. They mimicked Whaea Moana with their voices and used their hands to shoo Matua Hone away.


Ngāhina put her hands on her waist. ‘I can carry my own books, thank you, Hone.’


Miriama flicked her hair. ‘I am a qualified teacher, Hone. I don’t need help setting up my akomanga.’


Hine rolled her eyes. ‘My reo is fine, thank you, Matua. Go annoy one of the other kaiako.’


They snickered and covered their mouths with their hands. Matua Hone sang the opening line of the waiata, and Hine tried to ignore the looks Ngāhina and Miriama were giving her. Silly Matua Hone. Her māmā always said, ‘Watch out for those men, Hine. They are silly. Without a woman to keep them in line, pai kare! A whole bunch of headless chickens running around – that’s what they would be. A bunch of chickens!’


Hine’s mum knelt down to tidy the pukapuka lying across the classroom as the rest of Hine’s kapa haka friends filed in. She was a teaching assistant at the school, and Hine’s dad was the school caretaker. They worked hard, and long hours, but didn’t earn too much. Hine didn’t mind, though. She liked their old house. She didn’t need all the fancy things that some of the other kids had.


Hōhepa, on the other hand, was always complaining. He wanted an iPhone, an iPad, a PlayStation 4, a laptop. But they just couldn’t afford those things.


Hine’s mum yelled out ‘Trevor!’ She tapped the man walking past the doorway on the shoulder and pointed to the rubbish bins down the hall. He smiled at her, his cheeks red, and walked off. The back of his work clothes was covered in stains.


Hine had spent her life watching her māmā boss Pāpā around.


‘Trevor, honey, can you please do this?’


‘Trevor, honey, this needs fixing.’


‘Trevor, honey, take the rubbish out.’


Hine couldn’t understand why her pāpā still needed to be told after all these years to do things like empty the rubbish. Doesn’t he notice when the bin is full? And doesn’t Mum get sick of reminding him?


She knew that without her māmā their whole household would fall apart because whenever Māmā was away (which wasn’t very often), Pāpā would buy fish ’n’ chips for dinner. Hine didn’t really mind this, for a long time, because fish ’n’ chips are takeaways and, by default, takeaways are yum. But there was that one time, when her māmā was away for a week, that they had fish ’n’ chips seven nights in a row. A year later, Hine still couldn’t eat fish ’n’ chips because of that. Just the thought of fried batter sent her head spinning.


They started their waiata practice. ‘He hōnore, he korōria!’ Her brother’s voice floated past Hine even though he was at the back and she was in the front row.


‘Hōhepa, my boy, that is some explosive singing you have there,’ said Matua Hone.


Hine imagined his skinny chest sticking out as he basked in this praise. But she wasn’t so sure that it was praise.


She spotted Māmā poking her head around the door. Māmā shook her head, laughed and then closed the door again. Hine knew she was laughing at Hōhepa’s singing, and smirked. At least Hōhepa is never boring.




CHAPTER TWO


Māmā popped in to see them after waiata practice. She was going to buy groceries for dinner, and Pāpā had a few more hours’ work to do. Would they mind walking home without her?


Hine shook her head. Kura was only ten minutes from their whare, with no hills, and going home would be better than going to buy groceries. Helping Māmā at the supermarket was boring.


Hine and Hōhepa waved goodbye to Ngāhina and Miriama and her brother’s friend Hemi.


‘He hōnore, he korōria,’ sang Hōhepa.


Hine inhaled. ‘Seriously, can’t you sing another waiata, Hōhepa? Why does it have to be the same one, over and over?’


His eyes flicked back at her as he pouted his lips. ‘It’s my favourite, and I can sing whaaatever song I liike,’ he drawled.


Hine kicked the rocks beneath her feet on the path through the local park. Picking a big one, she booted it with her hū and watched it skitter off into the grass. Shielding her eyes from the sun, she looked up at the maunga the locals called Manaia. Mown grass finished where a cloak of kauri trees began to crawl up the mountain.


Right at the top of the maunga sat a grouping of boulders. She remembered her mum telling her about the thousand-year-old kauri trees on Manaia. Hine thought that seemed really, really, really old. Even older than her nanny, who had passed away when she was a baby. She didn’t remember her nanny, but she imagined her being wrinkly, kind and old. Nanny Pikitia.


Hine’s mum told her that pikitia meant ‘picture’ in te reo. She thought being called Picture would be cool, and wondered what kind of picture her nanny had been when she was still alive.


Hine stared into the ngahere as a blast of wind whistled through the branches, shaking the leaves as though they were puppets on a string. She shuddered as she imagined kiwi, giant moa and taniwha in the forest. It looked so dark in there. Her eyes darted back to the gravel path and she was careful not to look back, just in case there was something in the forest. It’s too scary.


‘He hōnore, he korōria.’


Hine worried about Hōhepa attracting one of the taniwha in the forest. ‘Shhh, Hōhepa,’ she said.


His chubby face turned pink. ‘I can do what I want. That’s what Mum said. You shhh, Hine.’


She tried another tack. ‘Hōhepa, you’re so loud and out of tune.’


With a sigh Hōhepa shouted, ‘I don’t care, Hine!’ He kept singing. ‘He hōnore, he korōria.’ Then his explosive singing tailed off, and Hine stopped to listen. She thought she had heard something – something in the forest. The faint sound of a horn.


Hōhepa started up again. ‘He hōnore, he korōria.’ The sound again, beneath his singing, but this time, it was a low booming. Although there was not any wind, the trunks of the kauri trees shook, as though a giant animal was moving through them.


‘Hōhepa, please be quiet,’ said Hine. He did not respond; only gave her a glowering look through lidded eyes as he launched into another verse.


She clenched her fists and shouted, ‘Hōhepa, can you shut up? Your singing sucks!’


Hōhepa stopped suddenly and looked back at her. He brought his hands to his eyes. ‘My singing doesn’t suck. My singing is good. Matua Hone says sooo …’ Tears rolled through his fingers and down his face; snot oozed from his nose.


Hine felt bad. She hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings. She just wanted him to shut up. ‘I’m sorry, Hōhepa. I didn’t mean it. But there’s something in—’


‘You meant it. You did!’


She watched the black backpack bobble through the grass and towards the forest as Hōhepa ran off. ‘Hōhepa, where are you going?’ she shouted.


The further he went, the taller the grass seemed to become, swallowing him up. ‘To get away from you!’ he screamed.


Hine hugged her arms. ‘Hōhepa, stop! You can’t go in there. We aren’t allowed!’


He kept running. What to do? Her māmā always told them to stay away from the ngahere. It’s not safe for you to go in there. You could get lost. Always make sure you stick to the path on your way home. Her words rang in Hine’s head.


Hine stumbled after Hōhepa. She couldn’t let him get lost. She was the mātāmua. The firstborn child in a Māori family is supposed to look after their younger brothers and sisters. Besides, she didn’t have any other brothers and sisters. If she lost Hōhepa, then she would have no one to play with. She had to make sure he was okay. Even if his singing was loud and explosive.


The backpack bobbled closer and closer to the ngahere. Hine cried out desperately as he disappeared into the forest. ‘Stop, Hōhepa, stop!’


Her backpack was too heavy, so she pulled off the straps and dropped it. She was a good sprinter, and strong muscles ran in her family. She sprinted towards the forest. Once she was under the first tree, she looked around. All she could see in every direction was kauri trees. Their roots were everywhere. There was no grass, just dirt and a few scraggly bushes.


The air was different here: moist and dense. It was almost hard to breathe. Like breathing water. Hine felt a dark shadow surrounding her.


Up ahead, she finally saw Hōhepa. He was staring at something on the ground. A loud horn rang through the forest – that noise she’d heard – and a group of men suddenly appeared, surrounding Hōhepa. One of them held a pūtātara. He put his lips on the giant conch and blew.


Wrapped around the men’s shoulders were long, shiny, black-feathered korowai. They each held a taiaha in one hand and a patu in the other.


Hine stared. Is this real? Hōhepa was looking around the circle of men, his face twisted with fear.


‘Hōhepa!’ cried Hine.


He heard her call and ran towards her, ducking under two muscled arms. The men turned and chased him.


‘Leave my little brother alone,’ she screamed as they closed in around him. ‘Leave him alone, or I’ll call the police!’


Hōhepa yelled out as he was hit across the head. He fell to the ground, then his motionless body was hoisted over a shoulder.


The man who had picked him up smiled at her, and Hine screamed. Where his eyes should’ve been were only gaping black holes. His stretched mouth revealed teeth that had been sharpened into thin points, like the teeth of a shark.


Hine’s hair was stuck to her brow with sweat. Her breath quickened. She choked on her words. ‘Where are you taking him?’ she screamed. She fell backwards onto her kumu as the trees began shaking. A roar echoed through the forest and suddenly, to her disbelief, a giant scaly beast poked its head through.


Pine needles pricked at the palms of her hands, drawing droplets of blood.


She ignored the pain and screamed. The head of this thing was the size of a small car. Its scales were brown, with grey and red scattered throughout its leathery hide. Again, where the eyes were meant to be there was only darkness. Hine’s mind raced back to the book of myths and legends her mum used to read to her. Is that a … taniwha?


The taniwha opened its mouth to reveal a pulsating and ribbed red tunnel.


The men ran up the pink tongue and down the throat, still carrying the lifeless body of Hōhepa. As soon as they disappeared, the mouth shut, and the taniwha flicked its tongue with satisfaction.


Hine watched the treeline shake as the monster pushed away and disappeared into the forest. The trees settled as though nothing had happened. The dark feeling Hine had felt was gone.


She raced after the monster, only to find it had disappeared. She ran from tree to tree until her lungs felt like they were exploding; she felt her asthma creep into her throat. She scrabbled in her pockets for her inhaler as panicked tears wet her arms. Wheezing for breath, she fell to her knees and pounded her fists into the dirt, whispering to herself over and over, ‘Hōhepa, Hōhepa, Hōhepa, Hōhepa’.


Her nose was touching Papatūānuku. Frantic thoughts flooded her mind as she searched for ways to rescue her brother. ‘I need to get help,’ said Hine out loud to nobody.


No one will believe me. What kind of older sister am I?


It felt like her chest was going to explode, and when she finally stopped crying, it was dark. She rubbed her eyes: they were swollen, and her cheeks burnt. She pushed herself up and felt dizzy. She was grateful for the light of the moon, though much of it was obscured by the trees and their concealing branches. I need to get help.


She took one last long look at where Hōhepa had been stolen, etching it on her memory, and turned back the way they had come. Taking a step, she tripped on a root and watched in surprise as the ground came up to meet her head. Her last thought as she slipped out of consciousness was Hōhepa.




CHAPTER THREE


Something pressed against Hōhepa’s stomach as he bounced through the darkness, wet leaves and branches stinging his face. He coughed and opened his eyes. Moaning, he touched his head then stared at fingertips painted with red.


Everything looked blurry. Where is Hine? Trees passed him like lampposts from a moving car; he craned his head to see the men travelling through the forest. The one at the front lit the way with a burning torch. Hōhepa bounced up and down on the shoulders of the man who was carrying him. He was sore; his stomach hurt, and he wriggled his toes. He had pins and needles in his feet.


‘Hello,’ he said to the man who was carrying him. The man turned and looked at him. Hōhepa pushed away in fright. The man appeared to have no eyes, only holes covered with darkness.


His eyes started to well with tears. ‘Put me down,’ he said.


The man laughed, his whole body shaking, and then he tightened his grip around Hōhepa’s legs until it hurt. He continued running.


‘Put me down! Put me down!’ Hōhepa screamed, smashing his fists and kicking his legs.


The man didn’t seem to notice, and continued through the forest. After a while Hōhepa tired, and his eyes started to droop. His head bounced with each step, and he drifted back to sleep.


Something hard poked into his back. He arched and moved off it sleepily, and then something else, another branch, jammed into his side. Placing a hand to it, he looked around, and his eyes widened. Wooden bars surrounded him, knotted together with a plaited rope made of harakeke. He grabbed at the bars.


He sat up, and his forehead slammed into the roof of the cage. His breath quickened as he surveyed the men who had captured him: they were sitting around a fire no more than ten metres away. It crackled as smoke wafted into the air. The moving shadows of the men danced as the orange-red flames flickered against the night.


With one eye on the men, Hōhepa grabbed the bars and tried to break them. ‘Grrr,’ he mumbled, his hands clenched tightly around the wooden bars, his breathing heavy. He wasn’t having any luck, so he leaned against the other side of the cage as leverage and pushed his feet against the bars. They didn’t move one inch. Finally, he slumped back, spent. He sighed, and then realised how dry his throat was.


Making what felt like a last effort, he yelped as he pushed his head between the bars. He could see many more cages like his one: some as small as a pumpkin and others as large as a small car. Trapped inside each cage were different creatures. Some he recognised. There were poaka, kiwi, takahē, pūkeko, weka, kurī, kiore, moa and even a ginormous eagle.


He couldn’t help staring at the giant bird of prey, which was covered in a plume of white and brown feathers, and had massive folded wings and a curved yellow beak. Hōhepa shuddered, thankful he hadn’t been put in a cage with that one. He remembered the school trip they had taken to the local museum a few weeks ago. It was there that he’d learnt about giant eagles and moa – but he’d also learnt that those animals were long extinct.


Hōhepa wondered why he had been kidnapped and why he and the animals were all in cages. He swallowed, and a prickly sweat spread across his body. Where am I? Where’s Big Sis? He slammed his feet hard against the walls of his cage, but no matter what he tried, the woven ropes held tight.


Some of the animals were staring at him, their eyes glowing in the darkness. They seemed sad, confused and scared. A group of furry kurī were bunched together in the corner of a cage, and the massive moa curled into a feathery huddle. But when Hōhepa looked at the giant eagle, he could see that there was no sadness in its eyes. It stared back at him with a defiant look and then let out a piercing scream of anger as it flapped its wings against the cage, its curved beak and talons attacking the bars.


The men sitting around the fire were disturbed by the noise and looked over. One of the men picked up his patu and walked towards the eagle’s cage. As he reached it, he struck the eagle across the head with a whip of his arm. Squawking, the eagle fell back with a hard thump. The eagle’s yellow eyes flashed at the man, but it lay there silent, its breathing laboured.


Hōhepa felt tears on his face as he lay on the cold, hard bars. He felt sorry for the eagle and even more sorry for himself. He began to breathe quickly as his tears continued to drip onto the ground. I’m scared. Where’s Big Sis? Where are my māmā and pāpā?


Where am I?


Something licked his arm, and he sprang backwards. There was a kurī in the cage with him! Small and skinny, with a light coat of mangy brown fur and a fluffy tail, it sat there staring at him. Rough scars that had never healed covered its face and back, and its ears stood up sharply.


Hōhepa slid over on his bottom and held out a hand to it tentatively. The kurī sniffed it and gave Hōhepa a lick. He whispered, ‘Ewww. Don’t lick, kurī!’ Crouched on his elbows, he lay there thinking. ‘What should I call you, kurī? Hmmm. How about Ngaro? You’re lost and I’m lost.’


Ngaro wagged his tail and licked him again. This time Hōhepa didn’t flinch. He patted Ngaro on the head and stroked his soft fur, noticing that Ngaro’s ribcage and bones jutted out.


As he moved his hand over certain areas of Ngaro’s body, the small dog tensed in pain.


‘I’m sorry, Ngaro. I didn’t mean to hurt you,’ said Hōhepa, pulling his hand back.


At some point, the kurī had been injured. Feeling around the dog’s neck, Hōhepa felt a black collar made from woven harakeke. It was on too tight and was rubbing off the fur, exposing raw pink skin. Hōhepa tried to remove it, but there seemed to be no way to unclasp it. It was impossible to take off; it was like it was held there by magic.


‘It’s just us in this cage, Ngaro,’ said Hōhepa. ‘I’m waiting for someone to rescue me. I’ll make sure we rescue you too. Then you can come live with my family. I’ve always wanted a dog. How did you get stuck in this cage? And who are these men? I guess you can’t really answer me.’


Hōhepa continued talking to Ngaro until his eyelids became heavy. ‘Yesterday, I was playing with Hēmi on the computer and eating potato chips,’ he told him. ‘And today I’m stuck in a wooden cage eating dirt.’


Ngaro circled around on the spot then lay down and yawned as he closed his eyes.




CHAPTER FOUR


Hine was in darkness, floating in a void. Spinning, spinning and spinning.


When the spinning stopped, she felt dizzy, and kept her eyes shut. From somewhere close by, she heard a woman speak. Though the voice was melodious, it was powerful and cut through the air.


‘What should we do with her, Mahuika?’


There was silence before another voice croaked, raspy and hard. ‘Let’s put her in with our fire logs and burn her.’ The woman cackled. ‘No one would ever know – ehehehehe.’


Hine shuddered. She tried to speak, but the words stuck in her mouth and wouldn’t come.


‘Mahuika,’ replied the powerful voice, ‘we can’t do that; she’s just a child. We should help her.’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ said the croaky voice. ‘Just like I helped my moko Māui. A fat lot of good that did me. He used me. His kuia. Used me for his bloody fire. I gave up all of my fingernails for him, and he put them all out! So I burned up the entire forest. Too bad he escaped. When I find that cheeky moko again, I’ll finish him off!’


‘What a nuisance,’ sighed the first woman. ‘Just as we were about to go and find Tinirau and the rest of the men, she turns up. Of all the luck. Though perhaps …’


Hine opened her eyes before the woman could say anything more. Though everything looked blurry, she made out a roof made of rushes. Her body was covered by a woven blanket.


Two women were standing over her. Hine shook her head groggily and stared up into their dark brown faces. They stared back. Hine felt nauseous. She grabbed at the cracked arm of the closest woman, a kuia: the one the other had called Mahuika. The touch of this woman’s skin burnt the palm of Hine’s hand. Hine pulled away and stared at the marks of soot pressed into the creases of her palm.


‘Who are you?’ said the other woman. Her eyes were bright brown and her skin the dark brown of clay. Her wavy black tresses hung to below her hips. In contrast to the hunched and skinny Mahuika, she was tall and muscular, and her face was beautiful. She was wearing a tightly fitted flax-woven top and piupiu skirt. A very large pounamu lay on her chest. The woman smiled at Hine and pulled her to her chest.


Hine was confused. She didn’t know this woman, but she was strangely familiar. She reminded her of Whaea Moana.


‘You can call me Hine-te-iwaiwa,’ said the woman. ‘I am also Hina-te-iwaiwa, Hina and Hinauri. The descendants of Hinetītama and Tāne are my children.’


Hine was confused and afraid. Her eyes began to water as she spewed out, ‘My name is Hine. Have you seen my brother, Hōhepa? I’m looking for him. He was taken—’


‘Stop crying, kōtiro!’ interrupted the kuia, whose face was as cracked as her voice. ‘Come on, get yourself out of bed and give us a hongi.’


Hine pushed off the blanket. She noticed that her trousers were filthy with mud.


The younger woman, Hine-te-iwaiwa, held out her hand for Hine to grab as she stood up, then passed her an ipu of water. Hine brought the ipu to her lips and swallowed a gulp of water. Some of it went down the wrong way, tickling her lungs. She coughed and sputtered, which triggered her asthma.


The kuia patted Hine on the back and shook her head. ‘Pshhh, you can’t even drink properly, kōtiro.’ Her skin was crusted and blackened, the cracks in it fiery red. It was as though she was on fire and burning from the inside. Her eyes glowed like burning embers.


When her coughing had stopped, Hine wiped her mouth, pulled out her asthma inhaler from her pants’ pocket and took in a deep breath.


‘Give us your pepeha, girl,’ croaked the fiery kuia, ‘so we know you.’


‘I don’t know my pepeha,’ said Hine.


The two women stared at Hine, holding the plastic inhaler, as though she was an alien.


‘My parents never taught it to me—’


The fiery kuia interrupted Hine. ‘That’s enough, girl. You know so little. Not even your own pepeha.’ She stepped forward and grabbed Hine, wrapped her arms around her and placed her nose to Hine’s. Then she spoke. ‘Ko Mahuika tōku ingoa. Everything I destroy and burn to ashes!’ The kuia raised her arms as flames swirled around her. ‘My fire comes from my fingers, my fingernails. Well, that was before Māui …’ The flames grew around her, and she screamed loudly. ‘That moko of mine! One day I will get him!’ She turned to Hine and smiled; her teeth were like burnt wood. Then she released her hold on Hine and stepped back.


Shaken, Hine felt reassured by the cool and compacted dirt floor of the whare beneath her feet. The building was spacious but straightforward, containing ipu as well as woven mats and blankets made from harakeke. Then she remembered Hōhepa.


‘I need to find my brother, Hōhepa. He was taken by some men. They took him into the mouth of a taniwha. I must go and find him!’


Hine-te-iwaiwa stared at her, as though she was contemplating something. ‘Hine. Hine,’ said Hine-te-iwaiwa, taunting her. ‘We will help you find your brother. But first, do you even know where you are?’
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