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​Prologue

When the Land First Rose**

Before names, before memory, before even the idea of belonging, there was only movement.

Deep beneath the Pacific Ocean, a vast continent stirred.

Zealandia was once enormous, nearly half the size of Australia, stretching wide and proud between what is now Tasmania and the frozen silence of Antarctica. For millions of years it lay hidden beneath the sea, its mountains drowned, its valleys filled with darkness and pressure.

Then slowly, patiently, it began to rise.

Peaks emerged first, breaking the ocean’s skin like breathing beings awakening after long sleep. What would one day be known as Aotearoa lifted itself skyward, dripping with salt and steam, shaped by fire and collision along the great Ring of Fire that still pulses beneath it today.

The earth was young and unstable.

Volcanoes spoke often.
Fault lines shifted without warning.
Glaciers advanced and retreated, carving valleys and carrying stone like memory across the land.
The air itself was different then.

Oxygen levels changed. Carbon dioxide thickened and thinned. The sky learned how to protect life through a strengthening ozone that slowly shielded the surface from the sun’s harsher gaze.

Rain fell warm at first. Then cooler. Then rhythmically.

And life answered.

The earliest forests were not forests as we know them. They were ancestors of trees, ancient and experimental. Ferns rose tall before flowers existed. Mosses spread like green breath across raw stone. Shrubs followed. Then grasses. Then blossoms whose colours had never before touched sunlight.

Insects arrived as messengers.

Beetles, ants, spiders and early bees carried pollen between blooms, unknowingly weaving cooperation into the fabric of life. Wings learned flight. Soil learned fertility. Roots learned how to hold.

Birds followed.

Some small. Some vast beyond imagination.

Creatures now known only through fossils once walked here freely. Giant penguins stood taller than humans would one day grow. Moa moved through forests without fear. Above them soared the great hunter whose shadow could still the land itself.

Far offshore, colossal beings ruled the oceans.

Sharks larger than houses cut through deep water. Megalodon passed through currents that still remember its weight. Whales sang before songs had listeners. Reptiles and marine giants lived, fed, died and slowly became stone.

Time passed not in years, but in epochs.

Then came fire again.

Not the gentle fire of lightning, but the voice of the earth itself.

Mount Taupō erupted in an ultra-Plinian event so powerful it reshaped the heart of the land. Ash darkened skies hundreds of kilometres away. Rivers choked. Forests fell silent. Even distant peoples across oceans would one day carry stories of a sun that vanished and days that turned to night.

When the ash finally settled, the land began again.

Always again.

Life returned cautiously. Seeds cracked open. Insects emerged. Birds followed the water back. Forests grew thicker, wiser, slower.

And along one quiet stretch of coast, where salt air mingled with freshwater rising from deep underground, a single seed germinated.

It was small.

Unremarkable.

One among many.

Around it, other seeds failed. Some never broke their shells. Some reached upward only to be shaded by stronger neighbours. Some were crushed when larger trees fell without warning, claiming the light for themselves.

But this one endured.

It pushed downward first.

Roots seeking reassurance before ambition.

Water welcomed it.

The spring beneath the soil felt the new presence and whispered upward through stone and sand.

Live, it said.

And so the tree began.

Unaware it would one day witness wings darkening the sky.
Unaware it would feel footsteps approach.
Unaware it would carry centuries inside its body like rings of quiet testimony.
It grew not knowing it would remember everything.

And when at last it learned to listen, the world was already preparing to speak.

[image: ]

THE ANCIENT COASTAL FOREST

Table Of Contents

Chapter One 7

Chapter Two 12

Chapter Three 17

Chapter Four 22

Chapter Five 27

Chapter Six 32

Chapter Seven 36

Chapter Eight 40

Chapter Nine 44

Chapter Ten 48

Chapter Eleven 52

Chapter Twelve 56

Epilogue 60

Author’s Note 62

​

​

​

​

​The Ancient Coastal Forest

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One
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My Rings Are a Calendar

I have counted time in silence for longer than humans have had words for it.

You measure time with calendars and clocks and glowing screens that fit inside your hands. I measure it in rings. Each one pressed gently into my body by seasons that came and went without announcement.

Some rings are wide and pale. Those were generous years. Years of rain that arrived when it should. Years when birds nested heavily in my branches and the forest hummed through every hour of the day.

Other rings are dark and narrow. Years of wind. Years of thirst. Years when the ground tightened and my roots had to search deeper for reassurance.

I remember them all.

If you placed your ear against my trunk you would not hear silence. You would hear movement. Sap rising slowly. Water whispering upward from the soil. The quiet work of survival that never truly stops.

This season feels different.

Not dramatic. Not violent. Just wrong in a way that creeps rather than strikes. The kind of wrong that does not shout but lingers.

The spring beneath me has grown thin.

It lies deep in the earth where few know it exists. Old beyond counting. Old enough to remember when the coastline sat further out and the sea spoke with a gentler voice.

The spring has always spoken to me.

Water carries memory. It remembers everything it touches. It remembers storms. It remembers blood. It remembers ash.

This morning it tasted tired.

Above me the forest pretended nothing had changed.

Kererū launched themselves heavily from branches, fat with berries and confidence. Fantails darted through the air stitching laughter between leaves. A tūī practised a song so complicated it sounded like joy trying to become language.

Only the kawakawa told the truth.

“You are thirsty,” it said bluntly. “Your soil smells tight.”

“I am fine,” I replied, though we both knew better.

Kawakawa has never cared for politeness. It grows where it chooses and speaks exactly as it thinks.

Below us the bullrushes whispered amongst themselves near the wetland edge, complaining as they always did about water levels and trampling feet and the general decline of standards.

The forest is like that. Even the quiet ones talk.

Beneath the soil, life continued its patient labour.

Worms turned earth grain by grain. Fungi passed nutrients between roots like shared breath. Huhu grubs chewed slowly through fallen timber, hidden and content, storing energy for a future they did not yet understand.

They would live in darkness for years before changing shape.

Transformation takes time.

The spring had once told me that.

When the huhu finally emerge as beetles they fly strongly but foolishly, drawn toward brightness without knowing the cost. Light calls to them with irresistible promise.

The forest watches this gently. Not with judgement. With recognition.

Above ground I stretched my branches and listened.

Wind passed through me carrying salt from the sea. It always does. That is the voice of this place. Ocean and forest breathing into one another.

I have survived many kinds of weather.

Storms that bent me until my fibres screamed. Droughts that slowed my sap to memory. Lightning that scorched a limb and left me smelling of burned sugar for weeks.

I have survived landslides tugging at my roots and nights so cold even insects forgot to move.

But I have also survived something far stranger.

I have survived humans.

They arrived long after I had learned patience.

At first I knew them only as distant pressure. Footsteps far away. Smoke faint on the wind. A change in how birds lifted suddenly from the canopy.

The forest always feels approach before arrival.

The spring warned me long before I saw anything.

“Something walks differently,” it whispered.

Not heavy like moa.
Not careless like seals.
Not winged.
Different.

I did not fear it.

The forest rarely fears what it does not yet understand.

Still, I tightened my roots just a little and listened more carefully than before.

Because when water grows quiet, it is usually preparing to speak.

And this story begins not with fire or axe or thunder.

It begins with listening.
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[image: ]


When Aotearoa Was Loud With Wings**

Before footsteps learned the land, the sky ruled everything.

The forest remembers when the air itself was crowded.

Not with noise as humans understand it, but with movement. Wings passed constantly overhead. Heavy wings. Ancient wings. Wings that bent sunlight as they crossed it.

In those days the canopy did not feel like a ceiling. It felt like a doorway.

The spring remembers them best.

Water is an archivist. It holds moments the way stone holds heat. Long before my bark thickened with age, the spring whispered stories upward through my roots.

Look up, it would say.
But not for long.
High above the forest lived the great hunter.

You give it a name now, but names make things smaller than they were. This creature was not simply a bird. It was a presence. When it moved, the forest paused.

Its wings stretched wider than the clearing. Its feathers cut the wind with purpose. When it descended, the air screamed not in fear, but in surrender.

The forest felt it coming before it arrived.

Birdsong stopped.

Insects froze.

Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

Below, the moa wandered calmly. Tall and unaware. They moved without urgency, for nothing had ever taught them fear of the sky.

When the shadow fell, it fell, like night arriving too early.

The spring still shivers when it remembers the impact. The tremor of talons striking earth and flesh. The cry that followed. Not cruel. Not proud.

Complete.

That was, the balance then.

Nothing wasted.
Nothing taken beyond need.
Nothing spared beyond its season.
Death walked openly and life grew strong in response.

The moa shaped the forest as much as trees did. Their paths pressed memory into soil. Their feeding opened light for seedlings. Where they travelled often, clearings formed. Where they avoided, the bush grew dense and secretive.

The forest thrived on movement.

There were other giants.

Along the coast, penguins taller than humans waddled between surf and stone. Their calls echoed against cliffs. Seals rested far inland, unafraid, their bodies warm against moss and leaf.

The ocean itself was thick with life.

Fish moved in such numbers the water darkened. Shellfish layered the shore. Whales passed close enough that their songs vibrated into groundwater.

Sometimes, at night, I still feel those songs.

A deep trembling beneath everything.

Not memory.

Presence.

The forest had no edges then.

It flowed from mountain to wetland to dune without interruption. Rivers changed their minds freely. Wetlands expanded and shrank like breathing lungs.

Fire came only rarely.

When lightning struck, flame burned briefly and left wisdom behind. The forest learned without being erased.

In those days the night was not empty.

Kiwi shuffled through leaf litter. Wētā stamped indignantly beneath logs. Morepork called freely without fear of silence following.

The darkness belonged to life.

I was young then, though young is a strange word for something rooted. Rain arrived kindly. The soil was deep and forgiving. Each fallen
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