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​​CHAPTER 1:
A Dubious Decision
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‘Absolutely not! No bloody way. There is no way you are making that lad head boy of this school.’

‘Come now, Mr Reaper. He’s the perfect choice. I don’t see how you can’t see that.’

Deputy Principal Bill Reaper sat stiffly in the Te Arawa College staffroom, surrounded by nearly thirty other staff members. Some sat at the dining tables sipping coffee or tea, others reclined in the lounge area. All were riveted, wide-eyed, as he addressed Principal Wiremu Ropata with barely concealed fury.

‘He’s the most difficult student in the entire school,’ Bill asserted. ‘Impossible to discipline, fools around in class, gets into fights and behaves inappropriately with members of the opposite sex.’

Bill clutched his coffee mug so tightly that some of it sloshed over the rim. ‘We need a role model, someone who can represent this school with dignity and restraint. Look who the head girl is—Tamara Mitchell. At least she has a clean record. Pair her up with him, and he’ll sully her reputation like he did to our head girl, Lilla Williams, two years ago.’

‘Oh, come on!’ Mr Harris, wild-eyed and animated as ever, leapt to his feet. ‘He did no such thing! Lilla’s reputation wasn’t harmed. All he did was be her date for one of the school dances. Anything else they may or may not have done took place outside of school and out of the eyes of any of the other students.’

Bill glared evilly at the crazy Englishman. ‘Oh yeah, of course, you’re gonna support this. He’s your golden boy. Your star athlete.’ He folded his arms. ‘You were tasked with keeping him in line, and instead you’ve given him free rein. You’ve turned a blind eye to everything.’

Standing there in jeans and a Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy T-shirt, Harris looked more like a rogue professor than a teacher. His scruffy hair and goatee only heightened the impression. ‘He’s the best damn thing that’s ever happened to this school.’

Bill slammed his fist onto the table. ‘Bull crap! He causes nothing but bloody trouble.’

‘Alright, alright!’ Mr Ropata intervened. ‘This is getting out of hand. Mr Reaper, I’d ask you to avoid offensive language, remain calm and let us discuss this rationally.’

Bill huffed and glared daggers at him. 

The principal sighed and leaned forward, his usually calm face lined with fatigue. ‘Look, I understand the concerns. But we can’t ignore the fact he has mana. That matters. And don’t you think that putting him in this position might actually bring out the best in him? Responsibility can do that.’

Bill shook his head. ‘No, he’ll treat it like a damn joke. He’ll push the boundaries like he always does.’

The curly-haired Māori replied, ‘I don’t believe so. I’ve been here long enough to know that if you give him respect and responsibility, he will always rise to the occasion. He will wear the badge with pride and want to do the job well.’

‘That’ll be the day.’ Bill turned back to Mr Harris. ‘Do you really believe that?’

Mr Harris hesitated, then smiled. ‘Sure I do.’

‘Bull crap!’

‘Mr Reaper!’ Ropata snapped. ‘Enough of that language, please. Let’s remain civil here.’

Mr Franklin, the bony, 61-year-old head of the English department, stood. ‘I agree with the principal. Making him head boy is a bold move—but a good one. The girls adore him. The boys respect him.’

‘Not all of them,’ said Mrs Towcher, the senior mistress. ‘There’s a lot of jealousy amongst the boys, not to mention vindictiveness.’

Mr Sanders, one of the biology teachers, rose to his feet. He would take Bill’s side, although Bill wished it had been someone else. The slimy 41-year-old was not someone he respected. 

‘I, for one, completely agree with Mr Reaper. The boy’s an appalling role-model. I think we should have a Christian head boy.’

‘Rubbish,’ Mr Harris said, his wild green eyes ablaze. ‘Why should he be a Christian?’

‘Because a Christian will try to conduct himself appropriately. That boy has no morals.’

‘He has more genuine decency than half the Christians in this room,’ Harris shot back. 

‘Nonsense. We all know about his promiscuous behaviour when it comes to the girls. We can’t have the younger more impressionable students thinking we are endorsing that behaviour.’

Mr Franklin spoke up, ‘What makes you think a Christian will be any better? I see no evidence to suggest Christians are more moral than non-Christians.’

‘Of course, they are!’

‘No they’re not. Many of the Christian students at this school have terrible reputations when it comes to sexual behaviour.’

Mr Sanders folded his arms. ‘They are not true Christians.’

Mr Harris growled, ‘Gordon Bennett, give me a bloody break. If we did away with everyone who was ever accused of not being a true Christian there would be none. And your behaviour hasn’t been that moral in the past either, so if I were you, I wouldn’t start casting stones.’

Mr Sander’s jaw dropped. 

Bill had heard rumours about Sanders' inappropriate dealings with certain female students. Mr Sanders, or Reverend Flanders, as a lot of the students called him as a joke, was too preachy for his own good and often rubbed staff members and parents up the wrong way with his self-righteous attitude. 

Bill intervened. ‘We need someone who’ll live by our rules. We have to maintain the standards of this school.’ 

‘The boy already sets the standards,’ Mr Franklin continued. ‘Even if we don’t like them. He’s an influencer without an online platform. If we could influence the influencer, imagine what we could accomplish here.’ 

Franklin paused to sip from a cup of coffee. ‘What we have here is an opportunity to mould him and iron out the rough spots. It’ll give us a chance to influence him and lead him in the right direction, thus providing an ideal role-model for the other students. He has all the qualities otherwise. Brains, athletic ability, good looks... and as Mr Ropata said...mana...’

The rather masculine, Miss Patterson, spoke up. ‘Not to mention a girlfriend who is also an influencer in her own right.’

Sanders scoffed. ‘We don’t want her type either.’

‘Why?’ Miss Patterson frowned. ‘Because she’s gay?’

Bill held his breath. The girl’s PE teacher was presumed to be gay herself, although she’d never confirmed it. 

‘Demisexual or something like that,’ Mrs Towcher said with a shrug. ‘I can’t keep up with all these new sexual orientations.’

‘It muddies the waters,’ Sanders said. ‘Makes a joke of sexuality and confuses other students.’

Miss Patterson grunted. ‘Nonsense! Those orientations were always around. There just weren’t names for them when you were younger. Maybe you should get yourself an education instead of hiding behind old-fashioned religious dogma.’ 

Sanders snorted.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Franklin said. ‘Because she is not influencing anyone’s sexuality. She’s a wonderful young woman who I’m glad to have in this school.’

‘Hear, hear,’ muttered many of the other teachers. 

Bill agreed with Franklin on that one. 

‘But back to the head boy position,’ Franklin said. ‘With him in the role, he’s gonna be great to show the community and other schools. Think of the school production last year and how he represented the school in that. He was amazing and he did a superb job. He’s the best pick in my books.’

‘This is what I’m trying to say,’ Mr Ropata said. ‘He’s never let us down representing this school. It could solve our discipline problems completely. Give him responsibility, see him shine. It’ll give him standards to aspire to.’

Ropata leaned back in his chair and sighed. ‘I know the situation isn’t ideal, we had a boy picked for head boy and now we find out he’s not coming back. Now we have a rush job to find a new one. I have given this serious thought and I think he’s the one we want.’

Bill grunted. 

Mrs Tantic spoke. ‘I can see the arguments have merit but do you think he would want to take on such a role? It’s a lot of responsibility. I think you’d be hard-pressed to draw him away from his friends... especially the girls... to attend events, write speeches and the types of things that come with being head boy. His time is in big demand.’

Mr Ropata rubbed his neatly trimmed goatee. ‘Well, obviously we would have to ask him. Mr Harris, what do you think? You know him better than the rest of us.’

Mr Harris sat back in his chair and a smirk appeared on his face. ‘I’m sure he’d seriously consider it.’

Bill jabbed a finger towards him. ‘There! Look at that grin. You know as well as I do, he’ll turn it into a farce.’

‘You can always sack him then, can’t you?’

‘Maybe, but it would be wiser to put in someone we know will go the distance. Someone we can trust, and we can’t trust him. Who knows what harm he could do? Who knows how much he could embarrass this entire school?’

‘And who knows how much good he might do?’ Mr Ropata said.

Bill rolled his eyes. He couldn’t believe the naivety of the principal. ‘You don’t know this boy.  Any previous principal of this school would be horrified.’

Mr Ropata’s voice hardened. ‘Let’s not forget that the one principal who knew him best of all turned out to be a murderer. So forgive me if I don’t hold much stock in his opinion—or his track record of dubious management decisions. And as for me, I’ve been here over a year now, having known him longer than any of the two previous principals. I’ve observed. I’ve listened. I’ve dealt with the lad myself...’

He paused, letting the words hang. ‘And what I’ve seen—he’s intelligent, strategic and most of all, like I said, he’s got mana. And, if handled the right way, he can be incredibly reasonable. Perhaps the problem isn’t him, Mr Reaper... perhaps the problem is you haven’t figured out how to handle him.’

‘Bang on!’ Mr Harris asserted. 

Heat flared in Bill’s chest. He clenched his jaw, doing everything he could to keep from launching a tirade. ‘This is a mistake. A big mistake.’

‘I agree,’ Mr Sanders said.

Mr Ropata raised his hand. ‘Right. We’ll settle this the democratic way. A show of hands, please. All those in favour of my suggestion for new head boy raise their hands.’

Bill glanced around the room, heart sinking as one hand after another lifted, including Mr Franklin, Miss Patterson and Mrs Tantic. Only a handful, including Mr Sanders, kept theirs down.

Bill shook his head. ‘No, no. You’re making a huge mistake. You don’t know what you’re signing up for!’ 

Mr Ropata offered a nonchalant shrug. ‘It appears we have a clear majority.’

‘This is stupid,’ Bill growled, wanting to throttle each and every one who’d raised their hand. Even the old hag, Ms Cann, had agreed and she’d had a lot of trouble with the lad in the past.

‘Very well,’ Mr Ropata said. ‘It’s decided. If he agrees to it, our new head boy will be... Rex Cassidy.’
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​​CHAPTER 2:
Abandoned
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Tucker Pyles leaned against the wooden fence of a horse enclosure at Fenton’s Livery. He let out a long, weary sigh and stared out towards the paddocks where two young horses frolicked in the afternoon sun. God, he was sick of the smell of horses, especially horse crap. If he had his way, he’d spend the last day of the Christmas holidays on the couch with a pile of snacks and binge-watch his favourite TV show. 

But tomorrow loomed. And with it, the start of the new school year, he was dreading. He was being held back to repeat Year Twelve, thanks to the credits he hadn’t earned the year before. Worse still, he’d be doing it without his mates. Hew had scored a job at a wrecker’s yard in New Plymouth, and Ash had landed a carpentry apprenticeship. That left Tucker entirely on his own.

He’d been so used to having his pals around to act as his bodyguards and his goons, he didn’t know how he was going to cope without them. Now he’d have to bluff his way through on his own. Sure, he could probably lord it over the juniors and half the intermediates, but the seniors already knew the truth: Tucker Pyles wasn’t half as tough as he acted. 

No matter which way he looked at it, the year ahead promised to be pure hell.

His holidays had been a bit of an abortion. He’d spent most of them working at the stables—a job he’d somehow held for five whole months, a personal record. It wasn’t the worst gig he’d had. At least he got to laze around a lot without supervision and got to enjoy the fine outdoor weather, despite the ever-lingering smell of horse turd and regularly being bitten on the arm.

His mood lifted the moment a blonde, long-haired beauty, only a couple of years older than him, arrived, dressed in her riding gear. She was the one thing that kept him returning to work there, day in, day out, the one thing that inspired him to do at least a half-assed job as opposed to trying to get himself fired. 

‘Hi, Morgan,’ he called out, pretending to look industrious with a shovel in hand.

‘Hey, Tucker,’ she said with a warm smile. ‘How’s the shit shovelling going?’

Tucker sighed dramatically. ‘I swear, these horses dump more than they eat. It’s not natural.’

She laughed. God, he loved that laugh. Most girls either sneered at him, ignored him, or told him to piss off. Morgan was different. She smiled and spoke to him like he was human. 

He admired her dazzling brown eyes and full lips. Oh, how he longed to kiss those lips. Oh, how he longed to do a lot more than that. 

‘Well, happy shovelling.’ She turned to enter one of the stable buildings.

Tucker didn’t want her to get away that easily. He had to at least keep her there for a few minutes. ‘Hey, Morgan. Did you know Red Three is doing a concert this Friday night?’

Morgan paused and turned to face him. ‘Yeah, I did.’

‘There are still tickets available and I’m thinking of going. But I need a date.’

‘Well, good luck in finding one.’ She smiled.

‘Hey, are you interested in going?’

She grinned. ‘Absolutely!’

Tucker’s heart soared. For the first time in several months, he had a chance to connect with her again. ‘Awesome! I’ll get the tickets., All we have to do is arrange transportation.’

‘Err...Tucker,’ Morgan said. ‘I’m not going with you.’

The words hit like a punch to the gut. His stomach dropped so hard he swore it landed in the same pile of horse crap he’d been shovelling. ‘But... but we could have a great time.’

She sighed. ‘Tucker, I’ve told you enough times, I’m not interested in you, alright? I thought we had that clear.’

He thought back to when they first met. Things had seemed to go well back then. She’d even agreed to meet him at Opunake Beach, part of a plan he’d cooked up to get back at his arch-nemesis, Rex Cassidy. He had tricked her into believing Rex was bad news and he’d stolen his girlfriend, which he’d told Morgan was Vanessa Danté, Rex’s girlfriend. 

He made one last appeal to the sexy horsey chick. ‘Come on, you know I’m a decent guy, right?’

‘Err... well I do have my doubts. After all, you did try to manipulate me.’ She placed her riding helmet on her head and strapped it as she spoke. ‘You lied to me, remember that? You used me to lure Vanessa away and make Rex think she was in trouble. And then you set a trap where he would hurt himself. I’m so glad that failed.’

Tucker flinched. ‘That was a mistake. I realise that now. Rex is a great guy and I was wrong to wanna hurt him. I was jealous.’ How he hated saying things like that. He despised Rex but he couldn’t let Morgan think that, not if he wanted her to like him.

‘I’m glad you admit that. But like I said, Tucker, you’re not my type.’

‘And Cassidy is?’

‘Abso-bloody-lutely. I’m going to the Red Three concert with him.’

‘What?’ Tucker gasped. His shovel dropped from his hand, the handle landing straight in the pile of manure. He stared at her incredulously.

‘Him and Vanessa. And a few others.’

Once again, Tucker’s heart burrowed down as far as it could go, gyrating itself amongst the horse crap. ‘What’s he got that I haven’t?’ 

Morgan laughed. ‘You seriously wanna ask me that?’

Tucker whimpered. ‘Yes.’

She sighed. ‘For a start, he’s drop-dead gorgeous, athletic and smart. He oozes sex appeal and he has the most amazing personality. He has all the bad-boy qualities you could want in a guy.’

‘I’m a bad boy.’

‘Sorry but your bad-boy qualities are not the type a girl like me is attracted to. You’re just bad, full stop.’

Tucker turned his eyes to the dusty ground.

Morgan grimaced. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so cruel. You’re not that bad. I think you mean well but you’ve got a long way to go before someone like me would take a romantic interest in you.’

Tucker looked up at her hopefully. ‘So I could work on a few things then?’ 

‘A lot of things.’

‘I can do that.’

She laughed. ‘I somehow doubt that.’

He puffed out his chest. ‘I can! Honestly. I can lose weight, exercise, make up for the shoddy things I’ve done to people. I can get you to trust me again.’

She smiled. ‘Look, I’ve got to train Hijinx. I’ve only got about an hour then I have to go. I’ll talk to you again another time, okay?’

‘Okay.’ 

At least she hadn’t completely cut him off and there did seem like a glimmer of hope if he could impress her.

He watched as she entered the building and returned moments later with a head-collar. She headed over to the paddock where her horse grazed. He wanted to watch her a little longer but his mind churned with frustration. 

It wasn’t fair. Why did Rex always get the girls? It was bad enough that Rex had so much influence over the Goddess; Vanessa, without influencing every other girl too, especially the one Tucker had the best chance with. 

His eyes remained locked on Morgan as she looped the head-collar over the neck of her appaloosa and guided it back to the stables.  She hitched it to a post and began to groom it. 

Tucker bent to pick up his shovel. The handle was coated in horse poo. He groaned and tried flicking it off, only to get most of it on his shirt. He tried to wipe the worst of it onto a rail but had no luck, so wiped it onto his trousers instead. 

Mark Fenton, his boss’s son, arrived on the scene. He was a short, skinny little guy with a pointed nose and pimply chin. Tucker had a lot of pimples, but nowhere near as many as this little shrimp. Even more unfortunately, Mark had a dorky haircut. His fringe cut straight along the bottom. Probably a hatchet job by his mother.

‘Hi,’ Mark greeted him with a smile.

‘Hi.’ Tucker wasn’t interested in talking to thirteen-year-old boys, especially ones he couldn’t bully for food or money. 

‘I’m starting at high school tomorrow.’

Tucker felt like saying something sarcastic but refrained. ‘Good for you.’ He grabbed a handful of hay and attempted to wipe the remaining horse residue off his shovel. 

‘There are houses, right? Team houses?’

‘Yeah,’ Tucker muttered as he brushed. ‘Tainui, Arawa, Tokomaru and Aotea.’

‘What are you in?’

‘Tokomaru.’

‘I wanna be in Tainui.’

Tucker tilted his head. ‘Why?’

Mark rested his elbow on the rail. ‘Because that’s the one that always wins the sporting events.’

‘How did you know?’

‘A friend told me. He says they win because Rex Cassidy is in that house.’

Tucker’s jaw tightened. Just hearing that name again was enough to make his blood curdle. It was bad enough Morgan had gone on about him—now some snot-nosed kid was doing the same.

‘Cassidy’s an ubbhead!’

‘A what?’

‘An ubbhead! Do I have to spell it out to you?’

‘What’s an ubbhead?’

Tucker let out a loud grunt. ‘Someone like Cassidy!’

‘Oh... okay.’

Satisfied the shovel handle was finally clean, Tucker tossed the soiled hay aside and turned to face Mark. ‘He flukes his wins at sport.’

He wished that were true but no matter what it was... athletics... team sports... Rex was always the top player and held the school records. At least in the events he competed in. It frustrated Tucker, something fierce that one guy could be so good at everything. 

Pissed, he resumed his task of shovelling horse muck.

Mark continued to converse with him. ‘His girlfriend is gorgeous and hot. Like knock-out, amazing looking.’ 

That was an understatement. Vanessa was indeed those things and so much more. 

‘Tell me something I don’t know!’ 

‘She’s a model and on TV commercials.’ 

‘I know!’

‘Vanessa’s her name, right?’

Tucker halted his task and eyed the kid with contempt. ‘You’re not even worthy of saying her name. She’s the Goddess. You call her the Goddess.’

Mark’s eyes widened. ‘Okay, okay, the Goddess.’

A possibility crossed Tucker’s mind as he studied the junior boy. Something that could give him a lot of power, not to mention a bit of extra cash, cash he could spend on himself, rather than having to hand over to his greedy mother. 

He smiled at Mark, who quickly smiled back. ‘You really like Vanessa, don’t you?’ 

‘Hell yeah. All my mates do. But we only get to see her around town or at special events. We can’t wait to see her at high school every day.’

Tucker leaned his elbow on his shovel. ‘I happen to be a close personal friend of Vanessa’s.’ 

The boy’s face lit up. ‘Really?’

Tucker nodded. ‘Last year I had a little club organised. We called ourselves Nessanists. I was the leader. I’m thinking of starting that little club up again this year, for a small membership fee of course.’

‘Yeah? What does the club do?’

‘We worship the Goddess. Last year members got all sorts of perks like autographed photographs for instance.’ He didn’t mention that he had signed the autographs himself. ‘This year, now that Vanessa and I are closer, I intend to organise special one-on-one introductions to meet her and who knows, maybe even a meal date.’

Mark jerked to attention and gasped, ‘Oh my God! Really?’

Tucker liked his response. It told him this kid was gullible and would easily be manipulated. ‘Really. But they’ll cost quite a lot.’

‘Will Rex mind?’

‘Of course not. We’re best mates. He lets me see Vanessa whenever I want.’

‘I thought you called him an ubbhead or something.’

Tucker grimaced. ‘Err... yeah, well in that context it was a compliment.’

‘And he lets you see Vanessa?’

‘Yeah huh!’

Mark’s eyes widened. ‘Wowwwww. Have you... have you ever... you know, done it with her?’

Tucker nearly said yes. But then thought back to some harsh words Vanessa had said to him the year before. He had tried to tell someone she was his girlfriend and Vanessa had warned him if he ever did it again, there would be hell to pay. He didn’t want to spread rumours amongst the juniors that would unleash her wrath... or worse, Rex Cassidy’s wrath. 

Tucker delivered Mark a scowl. ‘Of course not. This is the Goddess we’re talking about. She is pure and holy. She would never taint herself by being with a mere mortal man.’

‘But... doesn’t she... you know, with Rex Cassidy? I’ve heard they like sleepover and stuff.’

There was that name again. How Tucker despised it. ‘Get real. Why would she sully herself by sleeping with an unclean piece of horse crap like him?’ 

‘But I thought they were like... lovers.’

‘Rubbish!’ He moved from his position and his shovel fell back to the ground again. He ignored it and pointed a finger at Mark. ‘He’s just her pawn. A foot-kisser. A tool she uses to do her bidding. You know...beating the crap out of people that piss her off. Especially annoying juniors. You think she’d ever lower herself to actually be with him? Don’t insult her like that.’

Mark shrank back. ‘I’m sorry.’

Tucker puffed up his chest, glad he could still instil fear into juniors. ‘Apology accepted. I’ll be sure not to unleash the wrath of the Goddess on you. So anyway, would you like to become a member of the Nessanists? All it’ll cost is five dollars a week... that or five dollars’ worth of food.’

‘Five dollars?’ Mark stared at him in horror.

‘Yes. Very cheap and generous, don’t you agree? Especially when you consider the perks that come with being a member. Of course, you don’t have to join but then if you don’t, you’ll be nothing more than a nameless junior to the Goddess and nothing more. She will never even look twice at you and not even realise you exist. And not only that but the curse of the Goddess will be upon you and your life will be made miserable at TAC. So join me and you'll get to enjoy many, many benefits. So? How about it?’

Mark nodded vigorously. ‘Yes please!’

‘Good. Tell your friends. They can join if they like.’

‘I will.’

Tucker nodded and bent to pick up his shovel, closing his fingers around the handle. He groaned to find, once again, to find it had fallen in the pile of crap. ‘Goddess, I hate this job.’
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