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      Basil brought out his luggage, blinking in the bright morning sunshine.

      “Okay, if you’re bringing those as well as the duffel, I’m gonna have to repack the boot.” Sebastian pulled the tartan print suitcase out from the boot and set it on the driveway. That suitcase had all the clothes that Basil had packed for the trip.

      “Yes, I am bringing them.” Basil set the matching overnight bag and tote down beside Sebastian’s feet.

      “I’m sorry, I always overpack, it’s a compulsion,” Basil said. He shuffled his feet, then gasped. “I didn’t get my cards or any crystals, or my book of shadows! Be right back.”

      Sebastian chuckled as Basil hurried back in through the open door of his Mt Eden villa and went to his altar. He wrapped his tarot deck in a handwoven cloth and placed his current favourite crystals in a purple velvet drawstring bag. He packed his book of shadows but decided against bringing his wand. He hadn’t needed to use it much lately, his magic flowing freer and easier than it ever had before.

      For the twentieth time that morning, he checked his pocket for the folded piece of paper that had their itinerary printed on it. Touching it soothed his nerves. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a holiday, let alone a road trip with a boyfriend. Well, all right, he knew he’d never done that last one. He’d never had a serious boyfriend like Sebastian before.

      It was all new territory and perfectly reasonable to be nervous about. His proclivity for overpacking was perhaps working overtime in the face of that nervousness, but Basil wanted to be prepared for anything.

      He stashed his magical tools into a canvas tote Sebastian had bought him that read ‘Can’t even think straight’ and pulled out the itinerary to look over it again. That day they would drive the two hours and twenty-four minutes to the small town of Waitomo. They would stay two nights in the historic Waitomo Caves Hotel, and then drive to Napier, staying a week before returning home. Pleasant, easy, and should be fun. Sebastian was keen to film some ghost hunts and there were a lot of accounts of hauntings at the Waitomo Caves Hotel.

      Basil had rather enjoyed researching the history of the place. He carefully folded the paper and slipped it back into his pocket. He did a quick sweep of the small house, looking for things that might have been missed, and found Sebastian’s toothbrush lying on the bathroom sink, waiting to be packed. He picked it up and went back out to the car.

      “You forgot your toothbrush.”

      Sebastian, a light sweat on his forehead from loading their baggage, looked up and shrugged one shoulder. “I could’ve got another one.”

      “You don’t need to though.”

      Sebastian stepped back and gestured at the boot of his car. The bags were neatly stacked in, arranged Tetris-style with no gaps or wasted space. “What do you think?”

      “Very well done.” Basil slipped the toothbrush into the outer pocket of Sebastian’s laptop bag.

      “Okay, is that everything now?”

      “I, yes, I think so.” Basil placed the bag with his magic things into the back seat of the car, to keep them handy. He pointed out the paper bag beside them to Sebastian. “Lisbet made us some sandwiches. She dropped them around while you were showering.”

      “Aw, that’s sweet of her,” Sebastian said. “Ready to go?”

      “I’ll lock the house up and then we can go,” Basil said. He spoke softly to the charms on the front door to ensure no one but Judith or Lisbet would be allowed in. The charms hummed in a comforting way. Before he closed and locked the door he called out,

      “We’re going now, Eek! Judith and Lisbet will be coming around to leave food out for you once a day!”

      A shuffling noise came from the ceiling, which was more or less how their resident house monster communicated.

      Basil smiled at the empty hallway and locked the door behind him. He felt like Frodo Baggins, stepping out of the door and on the way to an unknown adventure.

      But, he reminded himself, it wasn’t unknown at all. He had the itinerary.

      Sebastian, his handsome boyfriend, was behind the wheel of his hybrid SUV, sunglasses on and the engine already running. Basil slid in on the passenger side, secured his seat belt and clapped his hands twice.

      “I’m ready, let’s go!”

      Sebastian leaned over and planted a kiss on Basil’s cheek before he pulled out into the street. They’d decided to leave mid-morning on a Tuesday to minimise traffic. Rush hour was over now, and the streets were relatively quiet. Basil watched the familiar streets of Mt Eden pass by outside the car window and bit his lip.

      Sebastian put his warm hand on Basil’s knee.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes, of course,” Basil said. “I’m just… it’s been a long time since I took this long off work. Do you think they’ll be all right?”

      “Yeah, Lisbet’s in charge, she’ll keep everyone in line.” Sebastian took his hand back as he turned them towards the nearest motorway on-ramp. “They’ll be fine.”

      “I suppose so,” Basil said. “And Sadie and Florence said they’d run the witch community group at the library in the evening, so that’s … I’ll miss them, but it’s good.”

      Mt Eden was behind them now, and they navigated the big intersections onto the Greenlane roundabout. Basil hated driving on these intersections and was extra pleased that Sebastian had offered to do most of the driving. The lights changed and Sebastian drove them neatly to the on-ramp.

      “Some time away might be the best thing for you,” Sebastian said. “Blow out the cobwebs, get you out of your rut.”

      “I don’t have a rut,” Basil said, stung. “I have a routine, and it’s fine.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” Sebastian squeezed his knee again. Basil turned to look at him, observing a wide smile, totally at ease. “I meant, some new experiences might be good for you.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Think of those books you keep putting out for the shy kids, about going on adventures?”

      Basil couldn’t stop a giggle from escaping. “I was thinking about Frodo Baggins and stepping out the door, earlier.”

      “There you go.”

      The Southern motorway out of Auckland proper wasn’t very interesting to look at, lots of signs for exits and suburban houses behind protective fences. He breathed out and pulled out the itinerary to read it over.

      The itinerary was the same as the last time he’d looked at it. Soothed, he folded it again, slipped it back into his pocket and leaned back against the headrest.

      Everything had gone all right so far, he’d remembered his magic supplies and the traffic wasn’t too bad. He had his itinerary, so why couldn’t he relax?
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      Tension drained from Sebastian’s shoulders as they left Auckland behind. It was a beautiful day for driving, a clear late winter Tuesday with barely any wind and the roads opening ahead of him. He had put on a chill alternative folk music playlist on the stereo, and he felt at one with his car, with the road, with the universe.

      But as the road wore on he became aware that beside him, Basil wasn’t so relaxed. In fact, he emanated nervous tension that threatened Sebastian’s chill.

      “Look at that,” Sebastian said. They’d begun the incline up the Bombay Hills and the landscape had opened out into farmland. “Sheep.”

      Basil chuckled. “Wow, sheep in New Zealand, that’s a rare sight.”

      Sebastian counted the dry remark as a win. “Well, you didn’t see sheep yesterday, did you?”

      “No, I didn’t.” Basil’s body relaxed.

      Sebastian felt the tension lifting.

      “I used to play this game with my parents when we went on a road trip where you had to spot horses. If you saw one horse it was one point, and three horses in one paddock is ten points.”

      Basil smiled. “Cute. Did you want to play it today?”

      “We don’t have to,” Sebastian said. “But it’s kinda fun. Oh, and if you see a goat, you get all the points off the other players.”

      “Why? What’s so important about goats?”

      Sebastian considered. “I’m not sure. I think it’s because goats are cool and kinda rare, so that was a way to change up the game.”

      Basil chuckled again. “All right, so it’s the first person to see a horse, and you say horse when you see it?”

      “Exactly.”

      The road wound South through farm and bushland. Sebastian could drive forever. Something in his bones loved the road, loved the gentle turns and switching to cruise control on the expressway.

      The sky was blue and open, stretching above him and the road led to the horizon. Sebastian’s heart was full, and he sang along to his playlist. After a few bars he sensed Basil watching him. He glanced over.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Basil stretched his legs as far as they’d go in the footwell and gave him an affectionate look. “You have a nice voice. I like hearing you sing.”

      “If you want to hear me really sing, switch to the playlist called ‘Taylor.’” Sebastian joked, not thinking Basil would do anything about it.

      Basil picked up Sebastian’s phone and scrolling through his music app.

      “Taylor Swift?”

      “What? The woman can write a song, don’t judge me.”

      Basil made an ‘mm’ noise which may or may not have been judgmental.

      Sebastian chuckled.

      Basil didn’t switch the playlist but he did keep on scrolling the music app. “You have a lot of playlists.”

      “Well, I drive a lot. Or, I used to, I guess. And I have one for every kind of mood.”

      “This one is just three songs by the same K-Pop band over and over and over.”

      Sebastian laughed. “Well, I really like those three songs and I wanted to hear them a lot when I made the playlist.”

      “What mood is that playlist for?”

      Sebastian squeezed the steering wheel and thought back. “It was a ‘wanting to kick ass’ kind of mood. I suppose it’s motivational.”

      “Well, now I’m curious.”

      The alt-folk song cut off and the stereo started playing the first of Sebastian’s favourite three BTS songs. He couldn’t stop himself humming the intro and slapping the steering wheel with the driving beat. His energy surged, it always did when ON came on, but this time it was married up with the road and his first road trip in months.

      He could drive all the way down the North Island if he wanted to, take the passenger ferry and drive the entirety of the South Island as well. Heck, they could even do Stuart Island at the end, he’d never done it before after all…

      He wouldn’t do all that, he’d stick to the plan he’d made with Basil. But the fact was that he could. He had his car and the open road, and he could do anything.

      “I’ve never listened to K-Pop before, it’s quite good isn’t it?” Basil said, breaking his reverie and making him laugh.

      Basil’s foot was tapping.

      “Yeah, it’s really good.” He put his hand on Basil’s knee and squeezed it. Then he put both hands back on the wheel and launched into the chorus of the song, grinning from ear to ear.
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      The drive had been pleasant enough, Basil enjoyed how much Sebastian seemed at home. When Basil had asked to stop for a toilet break, Sebastian had known the nicest, cleanest option for a public toilet on the route.

      When Basil had mentioned he was getting peckish, Sebastian found a rest stop with a view over a river and they’d eaten Lisbet’s sandwiches and watched ducks swimming past.

      All the same, he was glad when the road signs started counting down the distance to Waitomo.

      They’d driven through a lot of relatively flat farmlands, winding this way and that around the property lines, demarcated by endless wire and wood fences, and watched by numerous sheep and cows.

      The landscape as they got closer to Waitomo was lusher, greener, with fewer imported trees and more native shrubs. They climbed a hill and then they were in Waitomo proper, welcomed by a sign and everything. The township was small, and the streets wound up and down hills.

      Basil spotted a tiny piece of a bright white building, peeking out from between a stand of trees. “Is that the hotel?”

      By the time he’d said it, the road had turned and it was out of sight again. A moment later they had a different angle and Basil pointed. The street they were on had several newer houses, but over those roofs, there was a dip into a forested valley and Basil saw a different part of the hotel. A prominent, three-storied manor apparently in the centre of the forest. The road approaching it was entirely obscured and it jutted out almost like the prow of a ship, with the green vegetation in place of the ocean.

      Sebastian turned a corner.

      “I think we’re about to see the full thing…”

      Suddenly the beautiful old Waitomo Caves Hotel was in front of them. An English country house, a manor almost, plonked in the middle of the tree ferns and other native trees. Basil’s breath caught. It looked like the most haunted building he had ever seen.

      The windows were old, their buckling glass reflecting the afternoon sunlight. The hotel’s exterior was painted white but it was grubby in places, the trellising holding up bare climbing rose vines. The grand building overlooked the valley like an English lord, claiming land which wasn’t his to begin with. It was large too, the part nearest the bank seemed like a manor, while the rest of the building looked more intentionally hotel-ish - with a grand entrance and a circular driveway around a patch of lawn with a flagpole spearing towards the sky.

      Basil’s skin prickled with goosebumps. Was it his imagination or was there something supernatural in the air? He sensed something…

      “Look at it,” Basil breathed. “Spectacular, isn’t it?”

      “It really is.”

      They pulled in under a white-painted wood and concrete weather canopy.

      Sebastian put the car into park. “Not too many other cars, I wonder how many other people are staying?”

      “I hope it’s not just us,” Basil said. “That’d be sad, and rather eerie given the size of the place.”

      They stepped out of the car. Basil moaned softly as he stretched out his legs. The air was fresh, cool and scented with damp bark and trees.

      Sebastian locked the car. “Let’s check in.”

      They walked in together. The lobby wasn’t as large as one might have expected from outside, but it was impressive all the same. To the right was an old wooden desk, possibly Kauri, definitely antique. On the left double doors opened to a generously sized dining room. The rear of the foyer was taken up by a large wooden staircase that hugged the wall as it ascended, starting on the right then using the back wall and turning left at the next floor. Floors and stairs were carpeted in a maroon-red. A collection of mismatched antique chairs sat around a small coffee table which held the day’s newspaper, and the walls were painted a warm cream colour. It was absolutely delightful. Basil itched to take a seat on one of those chairs, pick up the paper and have a cup of tea.

      “Welcome to the Waitomo Caves Hotel.” The woman working at the desk gave them a bright smile. “How can I help?”

      “Thank you, we’re checking in. Booked under Black, Sebastian,” Sebastian said.

      The woman tapped on the computer. “Here you are, we have you for two nights, is that right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Now, you have your pick of rooms. We only have two other guests checked in, so if you have any room preferences, I can probably accommodate them.”

      Basil pulled his attention from the charming decor and turned to listen.

      Sebastian’s eyes lit up and his expression turned sly “Really? Is 12a available?”

      “12a?” Basil asked. “Is that different to twelve?”

      The woman smiled indulgently. “Yes, they called it 12a because they didn’t want to label a room with unlucky thirteen when the building was added on. It’s available.”

      “That room please.” Sebastian slid his credit card over the counter. “This is my boyfriend Basil, we were hoping to see some apparitions and I read that 12a is the most haunted room.”

      “It is,” the woman said. While the machine processed Sebastian’s card, she turned to Basil. “I’m Christine. It’s lovely to meet you both.”

      “You too,” Basil’s hand twitched. He wanted to shake her hand but the counter in the way made it awkward.

      She turned and retrieved a heavy iron key from a rack behind her. “We still use old school room keys here, still. And there’s just one, so you’ll have to share.”

      “That’s fine,” Sebastian said. “Thank you. Can we get dinner here tonight?”

      “Of course. The dining room’s open from five, and the bar is open now, they do some things like, chips and cheese nachos. Now, the Wi-Fi is sort of patchy here. We don’t get a lot of reception, but the password’s on this.” She slipped a typed A4 sheet of paper towards them. “Along with the hotel rules and so on. Like I said, it’s pretty quiet. Are you planning on doing the caves? We can book you in from here, if you are.”

      “Yes, we are,” Sebastian said.

      Basil picked up the key and his magic stirred in response. This key had history. The key had a sense memory of every hand that had touched it over the years, going back right to 1928 when the extension had been added. He breathed out mindfully and weighed the key in his palm. He hadn’t known that the extension had been added in 1928 until he’d held the key.

      He glanced up at Christine, but she was pointing out the door and telling Sebastian to park anywhere to the left. Neither of them had noticed anything. He took another careful, intentional breath and let his magic settle back down. Interesting that the key itself could have so much to say already. He got the feeling if he meditated over the key it would tell him a lot more.

      Basil took hold of the mundane plastic keyring with the number 12a emblazoned on it instead.

      “Thank you so much,” Sebastian said. “And yeah, those two cave tours tomorrow would be perfect.”

      “No worries, you’ll need to be at the information centre at 10:30, it’s just down the road, I’ll give you a map.” She pulled a map off a pad of them and handed it over. “Your guide will meet you there.”

      Sebastian led the way back to the car, unlocking it and popping the boot. They unpacked their things.

      Once the bags and cases were all out, Sebastian moved the car to one of the free parks on the left. Basil was picking up some bags when Christine came out to help.

      “Oh, there’s really no need, we’re all right.”

      She brushed him off with a smile.

      “We don’t have a lift, so these all need to go up the stairs. It’s all good, part of the service.”

      The three of them lugged the bags up to room 12a, up the staircase under the impressive gallery of framed Goldie prints portraying Māori elders, and through an arch to the corridor of rooms. 12a was close to the stairs, on the right-hand side.

      Christine set the bags down just as the ding of the bell rang in reception. “I’ll leave you to it, you know where I am if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Christine,” Sebastian said.

      Basil stepped up to unlock the door. “Why you’d want to choose the most haunted room in the place is beyond me.”

      “Well, I could hardly risk someone else nabbing the room. What if something supernatural happened and I wouldn’t be there to film it,” Sebastian
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