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For to be free
is not merely to cast off one's chains,but to live in a way that
respects and enhances the freedom of others.

After climbing a great hill, one only finds that there are many
more hills to climb.

A good head and a good heart are always a formidable
combination.
(Nelson
Mandela)
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‘You never
know how strong you are

Till being
strong

Is the only
choice you have.’

Bob
Marley
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 PROLOGUE






July
2037

Gen sat rocking the small
boy on her lap in front of the fire. The warmth of the flames crept
up her legs, making her drowsy with contentment. The boy was cosy
on her lap. His small solid head, covered with a mop of thick dark
hair, which smelled of rosemary mint shampoo and jam sandwich, was
resting beneath her chin. He had a rabbit-skin cuddly across his
knees and on top of that sat a worn Little Golden Book which she
was reading to him.

‘... the man
promised to deliver the baby to the witch, if only his wife should
be allowed to live. The witch called the child Rapunzel —
’

‘I was baby,
Nanny?’ young Travis interrupted. His little brown eyebrows frowned
at the impossibility of the idea.

‘You were
indeed. You were born in a very special place, outside in a forest,
among the punga, ferns and trees, beneath a blanket of bright
shining stars.’ Gen stroked his chubby cheek
affectionately.

‘Is where you
gots blankie?’ he asked around the thumb in his mouth, holding up
his rabbit-skin cuddly.

‘It was ...
when you’re a bit older I’ll tell you how it all came
about.’
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(Two years
earlier) April 2035

Nate and Gen lay together
one evening, forehead to forehead, glistening with sweat and hot
with exertion; the musky scent of love drifting up between the
sheets around them. He stroked her cheek as he had done a thousand
times before and asked an odd question. ‘If something happened and
one of us had to sacrifice ourselves to save the kids, who should
it be do you think?’

‘Me,’ Gen said
without hesitation.

‘You?’ He
paused with a strand of her long red hair twined around his
finger.

She raised herself up a
little, propping her chin up on her palm and looked down at him.
‘You don’t think I’d be brave enough to die for you and our
kids?’

‘No. I
wouldn’t say that. I know damn well you are. It’s just ... I’m not
too keen on the idea of living without you.’ He wrapped their
tangled sheets around her back and pulled her closer.

She slid her hands up his
muscled bare back, feeling the strong thud of his heart pressed
close to hers. ‘You have a point there,’ she teased. ‘Let’s hope we
never have to make that choice then.’
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A Band of
Travellers

 


Arrow Valley,
New Zealand

Sunday – 20
May 2035

A
black silhouette emerged against the sinking sun
on the horizon — newcomers had appeared on the south road. As the
black dot grew nearer, Neil could see it was a group travelling on
four ramshackle horse-drawn wagons. Their wheels rumbled against
the neglected, scarred and pitted tar-seal road. They appeared to
be in no particular hurry as they approached Arrow Valley. As they
reached the bottom of the hills, Neil lost sight of the group for a
time. He shrugged and went back to his snail hunting.






[image: tmp_dc2b1b43d953f620d27e1e8cc1c81a75_ZSecms_html_m7d540f81.png]

The man in the front
called out ‘Ho!’ pulling his team of horses to a stop and
signalling to those behind to do the same. His eyes followed the
steep dirt track as it climbed up the hill, which seemed to be the
only way forward.

A few of the other men
climbed down, using the pause to stretch their legs or have a smoke
and yack to their companions. They had stopped beside a woodlot
that hugged the foot of the hills when a scrawny boy, who looked to
be around 10, came bolting out of the trees on his bike. He skidded
to a halt, barely avoiding a collision with the front wagon. He
looked up curiously through his long black fringe at the man who
held the reins.

‘Hi there,
Son. Is there a village nearby?’ the leader of the group asked
him.

The boy thought the man
sounded kind enough, but there was something about the way the
other travellers looked at him that was beginning to make his skin
crawl.

‘Why you wanna
know?’ the boy replied, eyes narrowed and head tilted in
curiosity.

One of the other men spat
something brown out on the road and gave him a stern
look.

‘Now, now,
don’t be like that,’ the leader said. ‘We’re all friends here.’
Unlike his companions, the man wore no hat. His hair was short and
must have been dark in younger years but was now more salt and
pepper. He wore a dark pair of sunglasses that had a mirrored
effect and reflected the view. He was dressed in a fairly nice blue
shirt, although it was now sweat stained and creased from the
rigours of travel. His dark trousers were also dusty from
travelling by wagon on a disused road.

He climbed down off the
wagon and put his arm around the boy’s shoulder, all the while
talking. ‘Hey there Son, that’s a nice bike you got. Tell you what;
I’ve picked up some things in my travels that I’m using to trade.
You might want to come take a look-see. Get in first before the
other lads like.’ The boy wheeled his bike along next to him,
ignorant of where the man was leading him and also ignorant of the
fact that two of his men were closing in like sharks behind
them.
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Happenings in
the Rest of the World

Before the oil supply had
been abruptly cut off, there had been proxy wars between powerful
countries of the Western world. USA, the UK and several European
countries seemed to think it perfectly acceptable to invade Middle
Eastern lands, all in the name of freedom. In reality it had been
in the name of oil, and in other small countries, rare
minerals.

Things deteriorated quite
quickly after worldwide supplies of oil had been abruptly cut
short. The economy crashed. Governments floundered. It blew out of
control — literally. They all blamed each other for the terrorist
attack on the last oil tanker. Tempers flared and the fighting
escalated. With inadequate, hot-tempered, warmongering Chiefs in
office, whose main goals were to gain global control, whatever the
human cost, the nightmare people dreaded the most came to fruition.
Communication was lost before the general public of NZ could
confirm what went down, but due to the fact that it all went dark
up the top half of the planet, they had to assume tensions had
finally gone nuclear.

New Zealand was mostly
cut off from the worst of the fighting, at least from outside
sources. Trying to stay neutral, they avoided being a prime target.
In Arrow Valley all the villagers really knew about international
troubles was that the rest of the world was not a pleasant place to
be right now, and that major bombings had taken place. They
followed things on the Internet until an EMP blast, which secret
Anonymous sources had warned was a coming threat, crashed their
only contact with the outside world. It appeared this must have
been enough to halt their determined march towards total world
annihilation, because a full-on nuclear war would have affected the
entire planet, causing widespread dust clouds, mass extinction and
nuclear winter. Weather patterns had been a bit extreme lately due
to the climate change, but not quite an ice age.

That was around five
years ago now. The death toll in the first months of darkness would
have easily been in the millions due to initial bomb blasts, lack
of clean water, food and proper sanitation, not to mention death
and destruction from the drone attacks they had rained down on the
Middle East for years. The damage these stupid humans had wreaked
upon the planet had likely sent them back to the Stone Age. The
instigators of this madness probably didn’t even survive in their
bunkers long enough to rule the graveyard they had created... all
in the name of progress.

Lucky to escape most of
this, New Zealand had still been cut off from the fuel supply. Like
the rest of the civilized world, they suffered abrupt food
shortages and depletion of medical supplies. But thanks to little
pockets of self-sufficient settlements and a predominantly rural
economy, fertile soils, ample water supply and temperate climate,
they managed to get by fairly well ... at least in sparsely
populated rural areas.

However the big cities,
as with their overseas counterparts, fared poorly. In the absence
of a functioning police force, they became cesspools of almost
medieval-type savage survivors, whose tendency to lack any form of
conscience saw them claw their way to the top of the festering heap
of expired humanity.

Once resources in their
immediate habitat had been plundered beyond usefulness, some of
these survivors adapted a nomadic existence and went in search of
greener pastures.
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The Ridge,
Neil’s Cabin






Neil was busy tending to
his garden outside his cabin, when he heard the loud crack of a
shot from below. He stood briefly, pushing his spectacles up his
nose and looked in the direction of the sound. He was curious but
it didn’t register alarm. It wasn’t out of the ordinary out here in
the hills, after all. Many villagers hunted ducks, deer or wild
pigs for food these days.

It was almost an hour
after the shot was heard that he was distracted from his
industrious slug and snail hunting when Mo flew down from his spot
on the roof, and landed in the middle of the dirt road,
screeching.

Four teams of horse-drawn
wagons rumbled up and stopped outside his cabin, blocking the last
rays of sunlight that streamed over the top of the hill. They had
made the long, arduous climb up the narrow dirt track that was now
the only south road into Arrow Valley, coming to a stop at the
crest of the hill where Neil lived with his Haast Eagle,
Mo.

Neil’s cabin was high up
there to keep his bird happy in a habitat nearest that which its
native species would have preferred. It also gave Mo the perfect
viewpoint to ‘greet visitors’ if Neil commanded him to.






‘Holy shit!
Get a load of that bird Kev!’ one of the men, two wagons back,
called out.

Kevin waved his hand
behind him in a shushing motion. Neil eyed him suspiciously.
‘Kevin’s my name.’ He put a hand out for Neil to shake. Neil’s hand
was resting on the grip of the pistol he kept in his rear pocket.
He let go of the pistol and cautiously shook the stranger’s hand.
‘That is the biggest hawk I ever saw. What on earth do you feed
them out here in the sticks?’

‘Neil. And
yes, he is quite special. He’s a Haast Eagle.’ Mo flew back up to
perch on the roof of the cabin, his huge yellow talons clutched
tightly to the main beam. He screeched again loudly just in case
anyone happened to have missed his majestic presence and his beady
golden eyes followed the row of visitors closely.

‘Oh yeah? They
from these parts are they?’ Kevin asked. His ignorance was actually
a blessing because it saved Neil the long explanation, he would
have otherwise felt obliged to give.

‘He’s a very
rare breed, yes. Can I help you gentlemen?’

‘Well, yes.
I’m hoping you can. Me and my companions here — there’s what …two,
three, five ... eight of us altogether — we’ve been on the road
some time now; trying to find a place that made it through the last
few years without going belly up. As you can imagine, we’re running
a bit short on supplies. We were wondering if we could maybe park
up in a paddock,’ his gesture swept out to encompass the whole of
Arrow Valley, ‘just for a short spell, with you kind people. Maybe
trade some goods we’ve acquired for some supplies to help us on our
way?’

Acquired?
How, I wonder? Neil cleared his throat and
turned northwards, looking out over the expanse of Arrow valley
with its patchwork of green paddocks and array of trees. A sizeable
river dissected the valley. It meandered down through it like a
giant snake. Deep purple leaves of tall maples surrounded a quaint
little white country church below, one of only around half-a-dozen
visible buildings. Further on up the road was the odd farmhouse,
spaced out on five to ten acre blocks, and a sea of dark green
where a large pine forest spread for miles in the far distance,
behind Nate’s farmhouse.

Neil pondered the
stranger’s request. This was definitely one of those questions he
would rather have delegated to Nate. He rubbed his aching forehead
and looked back at the hopeful group. But as it was, he seemed to
be ‘Johnny-on-the-spot’ and had to man up and make the decision
himself.

‘Ah, yes, I
see. Well ...’ Neil said, as Kev smiled a salesman’s smile. Then a
few more of his men bored, tired and sullen perked up mimicking
Kev’s smile. ‘I guess it would be alright ... for a short while at
least.’ Neil pointed down towards the main valley road. ‘Go down to
that farmhouse right near the end of the road and ask for Nate. If
you tell him what you just told me, I’m sure he’ll find you a place
to rest for a bit.’

Kevin clapped Neil on the
back hard enough to make him stumble forward and cough. ‘That’s
great! Thank you kindly, Nigel.’ He climbed back on his wagon,
snapped the reins hard across the horses rump and his wagon jerked
forward, then began rolling slowly down the other side of the
ridge, following the steep dirt road that led to the main street of
Arrow Valley.

‘It’s Neil!’
he called out to Kevin’s back, annoyed.

‘Of course,
yes, Neil.’ He waved back and the rest of the wagons moved forward.
The men on board gave him looks of curiosity as they went by,
splashing mud at his feet. The wagons slowly began the descent down
the steep hill into the valley, rumbling, clanging and banging
along noisily.

Neil noticed a brown
two-wheeler bicycle rattling against the back of one of the wagons.
It appeared to be a small bike, but he hadn’t seen any children
with the group. Perhaps they had scrounged it for scrap in their
travels.

In earlier times, pre-oil
crisis years, there had been a more direct, ground level road at
the gateway to the valley. But in 2030, the valley was invaded by
starving survivors — fallout from the oil crisis — the most
ruthless and merciless destitute from the city. They were all that
was left once the food supplies dried up; the ugliest side of human
nature, looters, rapists and murderers. Through cunning
preparation, good teamwork and a lot of luck, the villagers beat
them. But it had snapped them out of their innocent reality really
fast.

After the community of
Arrow Valley had banded together to beat their invaders, an
earthquake had struck and caused a massive landslide, blocking off
the small road at the gate to the valley. Over the last five years,
the self-sufficient villagers had used horse-drawn graders to carve
a primitive — if a little perilous — track. The track was a major
mission to get over, but the upside of this was that large-scale
invasion by hostile intruders was now, if not impossible, at least
a lot more difficult.
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Mo’s
Escape

 


Tuesday – 22
May 2035

Nate sat in a wooden deck
chair on the front veranda. It had been a long tiring day of sawing
and splitting firewood for the winter. Without the use of chainsaws
these days, chopping firewood was a constant daily job to keep up
with demand. He had a pleasant ache in almost every muscle he
possessed and a particularly unpleasant ache where a decent sized
splinter had infiltrated his thick calloused finger. That nuisance
could wait until later on, though. After working up a good sweat
all day, he felt he’d earned the time to relax now.

He had a cool glass of
homebrew in one hand and a small piece of paper in the other. Gen
had left the note on the bench for him before she’d gone out to
feed some hay to the stock for the evening. His mind had been
running troubled scenarios round and round his brain until it felt
as battered and bruised as his knuckles from wood
splitting.

The note in
Gen’s handwriting read: Young Dylan Browne
has been missing for over 24 hours. He didn’t come home Sunday
night. Last seen out on his bicycle near the entrance to the
valley.

Sunday ... was it just
coincidence that Sunday was when Kevin what’s-his-name and his band
of dodgy followers showed up on their doorstep claiming to be
looking for a little trade and top up of supplies? Or was there
something rotten in this apple barrel?

He took another sip of
his cool bitter beer and watched the neighbour’s boys at play with
a rugby ball out in the paddock. They were laughing and tackling
each other, running round in the knee high grass, dressed only in
singlet and shorts. It was late autumn and cool enough that Nate
appreciated his warm thermals and flannel shirt at this time of the
evening, but the boys were so active their flushed skin almost
steamed, seemingly impervious to the chilled evening
air.

A woman’s voice shouted
out from the neighbour’s house. ‘Dinner boys! Come wash up.’ Two of
the lads turned towards the house, pushing and shoving each other
playfully as they waved goodbye to a third boy who hopped on his
bicycle and headed home for his own supper.

Something about the
bicycle nagged at Nate. He’d noticed a rusty brown one which had
been tied to the back of one of the newcomer’s wagons. It seemed an
odd adornment for adult men to be carrying, but these days items of
use were hard to come by, and scavenging for things along the road
in your travels was more a matter of practical survival, than
destitution.

He had wondered what
possible use that bike could be to a man with a horse and wagon
though.

The front French doors
opened and Gen stepped out onto the deck, bringing a pleasant gust
of hay-scented air with her. ‘Hey hun,’ she greeted him. ‘Have you
had your dinner then?’ She leaned forward to kiss him on his
chilled cheek and as she did, her long braided auburn hair fell
forward to dangle in his lap enticingly.

He pulled the hair tie
off the end hanging near his crotch. ‘Why do you always tie it away
like that? Set it free. You’ve got lovely hair.’

‘I’ve got a
lot of grey hair.’ She flicked the braid at him playfully. ‘It
keeps it out of the way so I can see what I’m doing when I’m
working. Tired of getting a mouthful of it when the breeze picks
up.’

‘It’s dulled a
little from the fiery mass it used to be, but it’s still lovely.’
He spread the strands between his thick fingers and smiled at her.
‘Like a red-deer’s pelt.’ He lifted his hand behind her, ran it
down her back and over her buttocks, suddenly pulling her
closer.

She traced her fingers
down the side of his face, bristly with spiky stubble, through his
own sandy blonde locks, down his forearms and across his chest,
lower and lower, finally coming to rest with a firm grip on the
taut bulge in his jeans. They were straining, indeed failing to
hide the appendage where a large percentage of his blood supply
appeared to be gathering.

‘Maybe we
should have dessert first?’ she whispered.

‘Oh you
are a wicked wifey,’ he
chuckled, and looked behind them, ‘but the girls —’

‘Know all
about how babies are made,’ Gen said, hand still teasing
him.

‘Yes true, but
I doubt they’d thank their parents for a visual demonstration,’
Nate answered, sarcastic as usual. He did feel tempted but his mind
was still troubled by that bike he’d seen hanging from the back of
the stranger’s wagon.

‘Pfft,’ Gen
stood and smiled. ‘Prude,’ she teased him, hands on hips. ‘So you
didn’t tell me, have you already eaten then?’

‘No, I wanted
to wait for you love.’ He raised his almost empty pint glass. ‘This
was enough to keep me going until then.’

‘Ok, well I’ll
just wash up then. It’ll be ready soon. Did you get that note I
left out?’ she called from the kitchen.

‘I did. Been
sitting here thinking about it.’ He reached down to the small table
next to him and looked at the note again. ‘Gen, did you ever see
little Dylan’s bike? What colour was it, do you
remember?’

‘Yes, it was a
bronzy-sort of brown. I had one that colour as a kid.’ She popped
her head back out the French doors. ‘Why?’

‘Is that so?’
Nate’s brows were deep furrows of concern and he looked out towards
the paddock where the stranger’s wagons sat in a circle. At the
moment only one man, an older chap, was in view — stoking up a
small campfire they’d lit to boil their kettle.

‘Nate, you’re
starting to put the willies up me. What’s so important about
Dylan’s bike?’

He looked up at her. ‘Oh,
it’s probably nothing, but I saw a brownish bike bashing about on
the back of one of the wagons when those jokers rode up here on
Sunday.’

Gen’s hand flew to her
mouth and she shot a frightened glance towards the field where the
strangers had made camp.

Nate figured Neil might
be a good person to ask. They seldom had the chance to catch up for
chats these days, what with one thing and another. Maybe he had
seen the boy or his bike over there on the other side of the
valley.

The evening sky was
growing considerably darker now. It would be full dark within the
hour. Nate wondered where he might find Mr Kevin what’s-his-name to
have an urgent discussion on how his group had acquired that
bike.

‘Keep my
dinner warm for me Gen. Think I need to go have a word with that
Kevin fella.’

Loud screeches suddenly
jarred the serene calmness of the valley. They were from Mo, the
resident ornithologist’s Haast Eagle. Gen and Nate’s eyes were
drawn to the top of the ridge where the sharp screeching sounds
were echoing through the hills.

‘Wonder what’s
upsetting him?’ Gen said frowning.

Nate was already tying
his bootlaces. She looked at him with that familiar resigned look a
wife gets when she knows her man is about to embark on a dubious
mission. Her husband seemed to attract trouble like horse-dung
attracted flies. She let out a resigned sigh. ‘Be careful then,
won’t you?’

‘Aren’t I
always?’ He grinned and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. He
pulled the bottom of his blue flannelette shirt down over his back
and threw a brown wool jersey on over the top of it.

Since Nate had no idea
where Kevin might be right now, he decided to begin by
investigating why Mo was making such a noisy fuss. It was a good
fifteen-minute walk to the gate basket; a cleverly designed system
with a pulley to lift them up to Neil’s cabin. This was next to the
steep road that came down from the top of the ridge. By the time
Nate climbed into the elevator basket Mo’s screeches were becoming
even more aggravated and men’s voices could be heard yelling and
growling. It made the hairs on his neck prickle in
alarm.

Something must
be wrong for the bird to still
be making such an uncharacteristic racket. He
pulled the lever to drop the counterweight which would pull the
elevator basket up the hill. Clinging to the sides of the basket he
was whizzed up to the top. He was on guard for trouble when he
stepped out of the basket. Unfortunately, he was also unarmed as he
hadn’t expected to be meeting trouble of a violent nature up
here.

He’d found Kevin alright.
He and three of his group were up here. Neil, however, was nowhere
in sight. This was disconcerting. Neil protected that bird like his
child. Nate looked over to see Kev’s men tormenting the frightened
eagle with sharp sticks.

‘Hey! What the
hell do you think you’re doing?’ Nate shouted at them.

They turned angry faces
to him as the eagle, backed into his shelter, darted left and right
looking for a way to escape his tormentors and their dangerous
sticks, the tips of which already sported fresh red
stains.

Nate’s own blood boiled.
Originally, he hadn’t been a big fan of having a giant eagle as a
resident in their valley, but the bird had proven to be well
behaved, helpful and even quite amusing at times. He’d become part
of their weird extended family, and Nate had never tolerated anyone
being cruel to defenceless animals.

Had the bird not been
backed into its shed, it would have taken to the skies. He wondered
briefly why it hadn’t but then concluded that, perhaps it hesitated
because Neil was inside. Neil was like a mother to that
bird.

He hoped the scientist
wasn’t harmed. His continued absence was not a good
sign.

Kevin’s men looked angry,
and guilty at having been caught in the act. Kevin, himself, smiled
arrogantly.

‘Me and the
boys were just having a bit of fun, that’s all,’ he spoke with the
casual smugness of a man who has weapons handy if he needs them,
but arrogant enough to think they didn’t need to waste the bullet
on this back-block farmer. ‘No need to get your knickers in a twist
mate.’

‘I’m not your
mate! And I don’t know where you’re from Kev, but in this valley we don’t
torture animals for fun!’

Mo had calmed a little
and was watching the scene unfold with intelligent eyes. He may not
have understood the words, but he seemed to sense the tension thick
on the evening air.

‘Ah, well
then, I guess you’ve got me.’ Kevin said, holding his palms up in
mock surrender.

‘Where’s Neil?
I think it’s about time you lot were moving on.’

‘Can’t say
we’ve seen him,’ Kevin replied calmly.

‘Can’t say? Or
won’t? There’s a bit of a difference, aye?’ Nate said, temper
rising. He recalled his reason for coming up there now. ‘And while
I’m at it, where did your men get that brown bike from?’ he added
bluntly.

‘Found it in
some shithole we passed through. What’s it to ya?’ one of the men
said, overly eager to proclaim his innocence.

‘Found it, you
say? Well, it just so happens a young boy from our village went
missing the very day you lot showed up, and he had a bike the same
colour. What are the odds of that
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