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Following the book Landslide Country, this is the second collection of stories from the more literary side of my writing. As I mentioned in the introduction to that book, the writing courses I grew up with in New Zealand tended to favour that mode of writing over, say, science fiction or thrillers.

Now that I've found my way into writing those kinds of books—science fiction and thrillers—there's a part of me that sometimes still goes ahead and writes something more literary.

And sometimes, as with the first story here, a little blend of both.

Sometimes, too, these stories find a home in a journal. "Concentration", later in this collection, first appeared in the New Zealand literary journal Landfall. The others are all new, though "Kodalee" and "Here Be Dragons" are both available as standalone stories through my Triple V Publishers. Funny new world, huh, where a short story can be available like that, as an ebook or in print. Almost like the old days of vinyl singles.

Writers always have favourites, but often they're different from the favourites of the readers. While I like "Concentration", (and the other three here of course), my personal favourite in this collection is "One Degree Below Freezing".

There's action, there's family connection, and there's a couple of characters I quite like. Clay is perhaps just me, perpetually surprised by the way the world unfolds around him.

The title too, bears some explanation. Initially I was going to use "One Degree Below Zero", since zero degrees is the freezing point of water here in New Zealand, where we used the Celsius scale. I don't recall what freezing temperature is in Fahrenheit, which is used where most of my readers reside. Using "Freezing" in place of "Zero" seemed like a fair compromise.

So, once again thank you for reading. I hope you enjoy these stories.

Sean Monaghan, August 2020.
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Damian Elliot saw the first strips of carpet unrolling in the sky above the shores of Lake Taupo. The air was humid, with enthusiastic biting insects. Carina Matheson had decided to keep her shirt on as she lay beside him against the ferny undergrowth beside the narrow strip of beach.

A cormorant stood on a rock a few meters out into the bay, black wings held wide, and beak pointing at the deep blue sky. Tiny waves flopped onto the white gritty sand.

"Can you smell that?" Carina said. "Is that something burning?"

A few baches backed onto the lake here. Mostly unoccupied, ancient peeling asbestos-sided boxes.

Farther along the lakefront, his parents' bach would dwarf most people's homes. Sometimes his father liked to barbecue. The searing chops would stink out the bach.

But this smell was more like glue.

He sat up. Sticks and sand fell away from his back. He stretched, feeling his muscles relax. "Can you see that?"

"Up there?" Carina said. She stretched too, and purred.

Out on the dark blue lake, the tall white triangle of a yacht's sail rippled. The vessel made slow progress across the water. The sail snapped.

Far beyond, the three snow-draped mountains stood, bright and matching the sail. Curling cloud frothed across from the west.

"My mother would call this place magical," Carina said. She had cut her hair shorter. Last year's ponytail gone in favour of a earlobe-length bob. Dyed black, and she'd done her eyebrows to match. Her mother painted landscapes in oils. Even sold a few.

Damian watched the unrolling in the air over the beach. The strip was clearly carpet. He could see the underside. The knots and loops around a stringy mesh. Along the sides a kind of beading stitched in, defining the edge.

The carpet was about three meters wide, and perhaps five meters above the beach. Damian thought it looked like a bridge. One of the suspension swing bridges his parents had guided him across on any number of bush walks. The carpet had the height, but without the cables or support. Or, for that matter, any anchor points.

The carpet stretched back across from the beach, vanishing behind the scrubby manuka bush. Over the lake, the carpet's leading edge seemed to grow.

Damian took a few steps. His feet crunched into the sand.

"Where are you going?" Carina said.

"Need a better look." From a few meters along to the side he could see the big roll at the tip. Out over the lake. The carpet spiraled into a reel. Two people stood there with wooden paddles digging into the base of the roll.

They wore brown felt hats and fawn overalls. Dark beards.

"Damian," Carina called. "Tams says there are more up north." She held up her phone. Even from where he stood, Damian could see the photo on the screen. Another carpet just like theirs.

"Hey!" he shouted at the pair on the carpet. "What are you doing?"

The man on the near side looked over. He waved. He pulled out his paddle and set it down on the carpet out of sight. Kneeling, he leant over the edge.

"Hello!" he called. He had a thick accent. Damian could hear it even in just that one word.

"Hi," Damian said. "What's going on?"

"Oh? This is Towpow, yes? Lake?"

"Lake Taupo, sure," Damian said.

"Ah. Good, good then." The man stood and picked up the paddle again. He dug it in and the carpet unrolled another few centimeters.

"Tams's cousin says there's a big carpet blocking the motorway bridge in Manurewa," Carina said.

"Manurewa?"

"Auckland." Carina kept tapping at her screen.

Damien's own phone chimed. It lay next to Carina, with his towel and unused togs.

"There are some in Australia too." Carina glanced at his towel. "It's your mum,"

"Yeah." He could tell from the ring. His mother had asked him to change it to be the same as everyone else’s, but that little extra warning was worth it.

Sometimes, though, she called from other phones. Trying to catch him out, he was sure.

"Are you just going to let it ring?" Carina said.

Damian sighed. He darted back and swiped at the phone's screen. Held it to his ear.

"Mum," he said. "You said we had two hours."

"Something's going on," she said. "Come back to the bach."

"We know. It's no big deal." Damian moved along the beach to where he could see the workers. They continued digging and lifting at the carpet reel.

"It is a big deal. Get back here now. We're packing up and getting home. Your sister's already on her way."

Bethany had been into Taupo to hang at some nail salon. She would deny any obsession with dermatology and appearance, but her appearance belied that. Damian couldn't imagine her departing with her cuticles half-done.

"Damian?" his mother said.

"Okay," he said. "I'm on my way."

"And Carina? Is she coming too?"

Damian glanced at his girlfriend. Still lying back on her towel. Still focused on her phone.

"I guess she is."

"Good. We'll see you soon." His mother hung up.

Damian stared at the face of his phone. He had no data left, so he couldn't jump on like Carina and connect with everyone.

He walked back so he could see the men again. They'd progressed the carpet out another meter or so. They continued digging in with their paddles.

"What are you doing?" Damian shouted up at them. "What is this?" He had trouble comprehending the gravity-defying nature of the carpet."

"Us?" the man who'd spoken before said. "We very busy."

"But how..." Damian trailed off as he saw more people on the carpet.

Three men astride mountain bikes. The men wore Lycra outfits. Bright company logos cluttered the torsos and sleeves. On their heads, the men had sleek, streamlined, shiny helmets. Fitting sunglasses covered all their eyes.

"What?" one of them said, slowing. "It's not done yet?"

"We maybe
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