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Part One.  The First Rays of Sun.
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Prologue. 

Garr is a woman of the future who lives in a world created by hard realities after a succession of global disasters. She, as all people in this tomorrow-world, cannot aspire to a global view but inevitably has her own journey and wisdom to follow in life, as does the spirit of the land upon which she lives and all who live upon it. 

Her time is a hundred years after global changes, when huge amounts of the solid earth have been swallowed by the expanding and outrageous seas. It is a time when the seasons have become increasingly extreme and a time after dramatic generations of endless turmoil, in which all the basic factors and expectations of life had changed. 

The world that was, is now no more. That yesterday-world is just a vague memory, with most of the culture and artefacts long lost in the dust. It is a time almost impossible to imagine, yet dreams, desires, and ambition remain constant. 

In their sparsely populated and borderless world where those harsh realities had interrupted thousands of years of human development, Garr has, like many others of her time, grown up with a focus on survival and basic instincts. These were now the key factors of life. 

Survival skills took time to learn and, although knowledge from the past remained within odd books and artefacts, it had dimmed over the years. That information still existed for some, but the time to extract or re-apply yesterday’s wisdom was still not readily available for the majority—hunger and conflict saw to that. 

But, as it does, the wind of change came blowing over the land, generating a new and unstoppable force that humankind was unable to deny or resist. Destiny once again played its hand. For both Garr and all the people upon the land, these forces of natural progression seemed to be driving them towards a change of thinking and desire; the phoenix had risen. 
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Three Generations Before The Birth of Garr. 

During those times, global warming had been politically denied, international travel had ultimately spread new diseases, antibiotics no longer worked, and medical care failed. New freedoms jammed existing systems of control; the expectations of all were unsustainable. 

As the global birth rate exploded, conflicts raged over borders for resources, fresh water was at a premium, energy supply systems broke down. While these issues grew, the world was driven into a time of extreme weather conditions that finally pulled the world asunder. 

Ultimately, the big death took over – an ever mutating virus – and millions died. Borders disappeared as, one after another, governments collapsed along with security services, leaving the remaining small local communities to survive as best they could. These communities were not educated in survival techniques, and community groups further broke down into family groups fighting disease, hunger, extreme weather conditions, and each other. 
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The Origins of Garr’s Family. 

Generations came and went. Garr’s forefathers were distributed widely across the area, to the east of the Pyrenees Mountains in the ancient realm of France. Each successive generation honed new skills to survive within an ever-changing environment. Some moved into the hills, while others settled into the new townships, which slowly evolved from the old. Nature played her eternal hand and a once great civilisation was eventually hidden and broken by vines, saplings, wind, sun, rain, and ice. 

It was a tribal world once more, with people only breeding with extended family or those extremely close and known to them. Men and women learned to accept death, disease, and disaster on a daily basis, and learned to kill anyone or anything that threatened their survival. The deformed, or even those sympathetic to the misfortunate, met a similar fate. 

Ancient skills were re-discovered; humans slowly forgot much of their ancestors’ civilised ways and the days of plenty they had enjoyed, returning gradually to a life of hunting and gathering—warriors in a lawless and borderless world. 

Garr, with her brother Nicolas, grew from that foundation, enduring the hardship and humiliation which came with those times. Ultimately, they became accomplished warriors and survivors, who were nevertheless people of vision and unfulfilled thoughts. Both followed their own journey through life and arrived somewhere quite unexpected. 

True necessity is a strange companion whilst destiny is an unknown path, marked with endless impossible decisions, twists, and turns.
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Garr’s World.


[image: image]


It was a great view, stunning in fact; the far side of the plain must have been six kilometres away at the least. There, the ground very obviously began to rise once again in dramatic stages to a very considerable height. The distant peaks were heavily capped with snowy white crowns, while the horizon they created was like a line of huge legal dignitaries, standing shoulder to shoulder. 

As the eye travelled once again down to the lower levels, it came to thickly wooded areas, with clearings here and there, which formed a huge forest. Stories had been told by many about the extraordinary game that lived there, fantastical stories of giant cats, wolves, and, particularly, wild boars. The tales of their ferocious courage were the stuff of legend, generating fear and respect in equal measure. 

The sky immediately above was clear blue with an odd whisper of a few white clouds, as well as a few small, dark blue and mauve clouds just beginning to claw their way above those distant snow-capped mountains. They were like terrifying forces, churning, and shifting, looking down upon mere mortals and preparing them for world domination. 

The temperature was comfortably warm now that the day was fully launched. An hour ago, it had been bitterly cold, with the shadows still shrouding the rocky outcrop. It would not be long before frosty fingers greeted one each morning and the land converted once more into a frozen waste.  

A flat rocky platform extended some ten metres before the cave entrance and a similar distance to either side. At the centre, where a deep dip in the rock existed, grasses and vegetables of different types grew on a seasonal basis, and a small but stout apple tree took pride of position. 

To the far left of the cave entrance stood a number of large boulders and, between them, the ground gave way to a downward track which twisted between them and formed relatively safe steps to the lower levels. If you knew the path and each of the rugged rocks which stood proud from the track, it could be descended easily until it disappeared and dissipated into a different phase of the mountainside, ultimately the valley floor itself. Normally, lush green existed there, but depending on the season, it could also be barren, baked, or frozen earth. 

It was nevertheless, a safe place to live—a cave where one could, if need be, defend the entrance without much difficulty. Although that need had never yet occurred, it was always a possibility. 

At the cave entrance, a small fire burnt happily next to a long, ancient, and ornate bench that was supported by various shaped rocks wedged together along the outer rock face.  

Over the fire, woven on a darkened stick, was a skinned rabbit, unfortunately a little overcooked on one side due to the carer’s habit of occasionally just sitting for far too long staring out across the plain whilst contemplating plans or unravelled thoughts. 

With food preparation, you had to concentrate and give it a little love and attention if you wanted to take any satisfaction and delight from your effort. On this occasion, the operation was going downhill a little. Potatoes, wrapped in grass and surrounded by earth in a small indentation next to the fire, also needed some care; some occasional turning would have helped the process. 

Inside, the cave split into further levels. One was falling downwards to a small fresh rock pool and trickling stream running along a rock channel to the right. The water came from deep inside the mountain, probably gathered from a thousand smaller pools and channels. Another track within the cave led upwards to two further areas, one ideally creating a kitchen-cum-storage or working area well out of reach of nature’s bad temper. 

The upper area formed two natural sleeping platforms within the rock. Once laid out with interwoven pine branches layer upon layer, then covered and filled by heather, lavender, and other herbs, they were extremely warm and comfortable, if a little smoky, as the heat from the internal fire obviously rose and heated the high spaces. 

Nevertheless, Garr’s gaze to the faraway mountains continued, regardless of the wisps of smoke from the fire drifting directly over the view. 

Over the past couple of hours, a turgid formation of cloud had grown considerably over those peaks and now made their own ominous mass of dark, threatening material. From this distance, one could see the initial dynamics generating within the dark cloud –flashes like little explosions on the top and beneath the growing mass. 

A cold breeze now arrived over the outcrop as the sky continued to rapidly darken, followed suddenly by the cracking and rumble of the storm’s beginning. 

The dark mass now occupied most of the sky, with only the smallest areas of blue to the far extremes; the colours were stupendous. Purples and all shades of blue, black, and grey, and then, in splashes here and there, some shocking pink and deep reds. 

The spatter of rain now joined the heavenly orchestra; large pebble-sized drops fell as the light show began in earnest, with flash after flash daggered down towards the lazy earth, mixing with thunderous booms and crashes. The temperature was dropping rapidly too as the torrents increased in intensity, appearing as if the Gods were hurling down a hundred thousand stones at the feeble creatures of the earth. The noise was deafening as the water danced and bounced off the rock, forming a thousand white-water rivulets that would help maintain Garr’s rock pool. 

Garr had already moved into the cave entrance and added an extra layer of warmth over the sacking drape she was wearing in the form of a skin-hooded wrap. She continued to watch the storm with interest while tending the overcooked food, which was conveniently shielded from the torrents by a substantial canopy of rock above the cave entrance. 

The storm would pass, as such things do, and life would continue as it always had. The rabbit and potatoes would be eaten and replenished, hopefully tasting a little better next time around. However, the course of life would change – maybe for the better, maybe for the worse, but change it must. 

Garr, now fed and warm, shook her long blond hair away from her face, stood and stretched, then took to the heathery bed area to see out the rest of the storm. It was far too comfortable. With the food inside her, the sweet smell of lavender and heather blended with pine proved too much; sleep crept in and the storm drifted slowly away, silenced by dreams of a summer’s day with all its delights. 

When Garr awoke, she stretched her long limbs and felt the familiar ache throughout her body that accompanied each day. It was hard work fending for oneself out here; as beautiful as it was, her existence came at a price. 

Loneliness was something she had grown accustomed to; she had learnt to suppress many of her feelings and memories of the past, filling her world with the richness and wonderment of her surroundings. She found if she kept working from dawn until dusk, relishing in the hard physical labour that was necessary for the upkeep of her private world, she would sleep easily. It was only at dusk that she allowed herself to drift in and out of luxurious thoughts, which sometimes took her into the painful past; so strongly and tangibly that she could reach out and touch people and places she had long left behind. 

It had not been her intention to idle the day away in nothings, but sometimes it happens, and, in the end, what did it matter if it did? Nobody, as far as she could remember, would be visiting her, and that, of course, was normal, although she liked to consider the possibility. There was more than enough of all the essentials stored away safely for her not to worry. She was proud of her reserves; they were the result of all that endeavour and constant effort. 

Yes, there were objectives to  achieve, discoveries to be made, but tomorrow would be fine, or indeed the day after tomorrow would also do nicely—she was due a little time off her daily routine. 

Life for Garr was a strange mixture, her day-today routine alongside the memories of her years as a young warrior and the desperate times of her childhood, still real and invasive. 

Since taking up her cave life, she had found time to think and reflect. Maybe for the first time, she had found solace within herself. This, together with the wise words and kindness of her only real friendship, gave her the inward knowledge and confidence of her own abilities that, for twenty-three years, had only been expressed in resentment or through her skills as an awesome and unforgiving warrior.  

The next moment of awareness came with a great darkness directly over her face. For a moment she was unable to focus, fear grabbed her heart and the pulse quickened. Then a big wet softness was on her face, and then a cold sensation nudging her into the morning. Just for a second or two further, she remained fearful and frozen, thinking it might be one of the many wild creatures that shared her world. Then a comfortable realisation dawned. 

“Get out of here, you little monster. Let me wake up slowly.” 

The young dog walked away, accustomed to the early morning rebuff and therefore taking up his favourite position at the entrance of the cave adjacent to the still smouldering fire. There he could await the first warming ray of sun as it crept over and around the rocks to the far left of the cave entrance. 

Garr, in slow and carefully planned moves, adjusted her position upon her bedding while endeavouring to remember when she had removed her wraps. With each upward movement upon the bed, she ensured the warm wraps and skins moved with her until she was sitting upright, and then, with a deliberate and sudden burst of energy, she leapt into a run to fulfil the first need of the day. Once relieved, she grabbed her boots and a wrap and took two bundles of dry kindling, which she gently spread out over the ash and embers. She left them there for a minute or two and looked at the day outside of her personal world, then bent and wiggled an air hole into the ash and blew softly. Rapid smoke was suddenly followed by a burst of golden flame spreading quickly amongst the embers; it was always the routine and it worked well.  

When Garr first found her cave and moved in with excitement and enthusiasm, she was quickly driven towards depression by her lack of ability to maintain the fire. She had devoted hours to it on a daily basis, and, on occasion, had gone days without heat or cooked food. Ultimately, the coming of summer had saved her; during that first long summer, she devoted all her endeavours to the new essentials in her life – fire, food, and routines. It had of course always been important in her life, but in the new townships it was not so essential a skill; here at the cave, there was no common interest, no companion or neighbour to assist. 

Monster now stood staring at Garr, head to one side, expecting his turn in the attention queue. 

“So, where did you get to last night?” 

Strangely, there was no answer; he just displayed that ‘who, me?’ look. 

“I suppose you were off investigating again— haven’t yet learnt to bring home any food, have you? You weren’t even guarding your mistress either, were you?” 

This question generated the guilty look, which formed as a wrinkly frown upon his ever-growing face. Then Monster seemed to think it better to simply look in the opposite direction for a while and hope a certain somebody would stop nagging at him; anyway, what was a dog supposed to do with his time? 

Garr flipped down the old metal rack across the fire and placed on it the pan of water to boil. She reached up to the rock shelf and took down a treasured plastic container, where she had placed the spare rabbit and potato, and fed Monster.  

As soon as the sounds of mealtime arrived, so did Wiz, the large white tom that also occupied the cave. Wiz simply nudged his way onto Monster’s food and began to help himself. They were good companions; little Monster endured endless liberties from his smaller companion, but, if need be, he had already learnt that he should rush to his defence. Wiz gave nothing, except the opportunity to enslave oneself to his desires. 

While the day ahead was contemplated, herbal tea was sipped and hard-boiled eggs were eaten. Garr suddenly remembered that her one and only friend had said he might visit around now. He was a good person; Garr enjoyed time with him, which she could not say about anyone else. Garr had met Knap years ago in her wandering days, just after splitting with Nic, her brother, and somehow, she had kept bumping into him in the strangest of places. Over the years, they mutually motivated one another and found themselves moving into the same areas, often sharing the same thoughts about life. Neither had realised this fully, until once again Garr had bumped into Knap while both were out hunting and checking traps. 

Knap was old enough to be Garr’s father, possibly grandfather, but that had never really showed itself as a barrier to their friendship. His keen, enquiring mind stimulated Garr and allowed her to discover new depths and abilities within herself. 

For Garr, Knap had become everything and everybody in her life. Because of Knap, Garr grew. His family group adopted her as one of their own, and she once again experienced a real family. 

It was such a small world, yet both thought themselves immensely lucky to have met. 

Knap and his partner, Mara, were also different in that they had a family – a big family of two boys and a girl. This was a great rarity these days; the birth of healthy children was an exception, and the little ones that did appear within any group were considered great blessings and gifts, raising the parents to the highest social level. 

Garr did not know the two boys well, but the girl, Sala, who was the youngest, had known Garr since birth—a firm and close friendship had developed between them. Garr was always Sala’s champion, and indeed Knap was Garr’s. 

Apart from Garr’s brother, with whom she once had been inseparable but whom she had not seen for a number of years, Knap and his family were the closest thing to friends that Garr had. 

She sat for a while, enjoying the beginning of her day before her mind began to wander in a thousand directions. 

Firstly, she thought about the people and faces that were familiar to her, and then those she avoided and who had to be treated with due caution, which was just about everyone. This was open country, so knowing somebody could mean seeing them once or twice a year. People were bitterly independent and tough; they had to be or they perished. 

Then she started thinking of the matters to be attended to prior to the start of winter and the yearly Big Gathering of hillfolk, which was due soon. The Gathering represented the only communal activity that all hillfolk recognised. It was an occasion to cautiously share experiences, listen to a musician, dance maybe, trade, and compete. Also, a time for children to learn about others within the hill country; a time for flirting and courting and maybe kissing.  

She was looking forward to the possibility of seeing her brother and his family, plus other old acquaintances she knew in passing. It was the occasion for such meetings and also the opportunity to share both ideas and fun. 

Her thoughts began to take an analytical direction, looking at diverse aspects of her life. She found herself thinking about where and how she lived; why she was still a loner. It was jumbled thought flitting in all directions—the kind of contemplation that probed her life, who she was and what she did to survive. 

As her eyes wandered over the rock face where she lived and now sat, she remembered the other caves that existed further along the rock face, many of which she had checked out before selecting her own very special cave, some of which were now occupied. She had heard that some industrious folks had actually mined their own caves within an area of hard chalk abutting to limestone.  

When she originally arrived upon the mountain, it had been only herself, as far as she knew, and she had enjoyed those lonely but hard times. 

On the lower level of the valley, where the ground began to flatten a little, a few structures of varied styles had appeared and then disappeared. Even further down the mountain, as the terrain levelled into the plain, some had placed a number of structures together and interlinked them. Some of these camps had then been covered with odd materials, normally traded from those who scavenged the old towns and cities that were still lying decimated under a cover of vegetation. 

Most folk who lived this way had buried their homes under the earth in natural hollows and covered them over with earth so that, from a distance, they disappeared or appeared as strange bumps on the landscape. As long as they were well constructed, they seemed to provide excellent protection from all weather. Some were further disguised with the planting of saplings or other foliage around them. Garr had noticed on her hunting trips that smallholdings had developed and spread. Some of these were quite spectacular and yet not intrusive. 

She tried to remember names and visualise the faces that went with them, but it was not important in her life. 

The thoughts and memories changed direction. 

She did not understand why a lifestyle such as hers continued for anybody, let alone herself. It was a variety of what was once called hillbilly or backwoodsman culture that Garr remembered reading about somewhere and that existed centuries ago; maybe in her great, great grandmothers’ time. 

She appreciated that everyone had his or her own lifestyle, opinions, and views. Personal philosophy was strong amongst the hillfolk, and yes, stubbornness and aggression. 

She thought about how none of these people ever seemed to visit the old urban areas or the new larger communities. This was no longer justified as nobody had contracted the big death for years, and even clear memories of exactly what had happened were not available. She felt as most did, that the extreme years had passed; generations had come and gone. Any explanatory or historical literature still available appeared contradictory in the extreme and was hard to follow if your ability to read was limited by the lack of education and time to apply the little you had. Reading was the only skill that she and Nic had taken from their childhood, and although Garr only possessed two books, she had continued to read them over and over again until she and Knap had befriended each other. Knap seemed to have countless books which he allowed Garr to wallow amongst, devouring the knowledge within them repeatedly and slowly building herself into a competent reader, which certainly stood her apart from the majority. 

She realised that older folk only had misguided memories. Most had no clarity or education about what had happened in the past. In fact, that seemed to be one of the main problems for everybody; the truth about the past was buried by time itself. The explosive rate of the Big Death overtook any hope of maintaining control in the old world. Their experiences were not well recorded at that time in history, and now the ability to learn from the written word had diminished, as had the ability to recreate or understand most of the old artefacts that remained. They were seen as mystical or religious objects, useless for education but essential for belief.  

It appears that governments, borders, and security forces simply disintegrated over time, leaving folk to do the best they could to survive the violence, hunger, and disease. Indeed, that kind of life was tough in the extreme, and survival was a forgotten skill that nobody wanted to have to re-learn. 

Garr, more than most, realised that survival here and now while watching one’s back, was never going to be an easy task, yet life had taught her well. Her understanding was that after the great floods came the Big Death that had simply swept over the population and the great infrastructures that had previously existed. 

She had also heard that those special people who remained and seemed to possess the spirit of survival had still bred with the misfortunate, the ill and sickly – those who were not resistant to the death. Mutants were often the result, or another round of deadly sickness which could wipe away another generation. Evidently, it became the practice to destroy any with the sickness, as well as all mutants, at birth. People began, as a survival necessity, to pull away from historical breeding and care habits. Real fear became an effective contraceptive. 

All this was their inheritance, which slowly turned into fantastical stories of yesteryear by the travelling storytellers—unbelievable   achievements, great courage, and bravery, all used to delight the rare child and adults alike around a fire. None of it truly believable, or was it? 

Slowly, over time, those stories had been given colour and romance or moral and philosophical meanings; valiant maidens were rescued, or the evil destroyers of their world were driven into angry seas together with their greed, and then devoured by gigantic beasts that protected the righteous. 

Suddenly Garr needed to break from her jumbled thoughts, to redirect herself into her daily routines. The organising of her extensive cave was first, particularly as there was now the expectation of a guest arriving with news, maybe gossip, and maybe gifts for the store cupboard.
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Broken Peace.
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Some twenty kilometres southwest of the lower climes of the Pyrenees, within a group of old stone hilltop buildings, Nic and his family scurried about at first light, readying themselves to work upon the land they had slowly cultivated and to harvest anything ready for consumption. They kept half of their crop; the other half was then delivered to the village stock. 

In and around the hilltop village, twenty-five family groups had developed a community that was now well-bonded. They had developed a communal commitment to each other, as well as rules and a euthanasia policy, which was applied in equally firm measure to age and illness. It was a tough policy developed over those extreme years, yet all knew that, in those times, it was right. It simply was not practical to feed or give endless time to those who could never contribute, but even then, it was problematic; judgements had to be made and then action taken upon those decisions. Somehow, they made it work; the pain made it right, like taking medicine, and yet there was a common feeling that time had changed something. That feeling was now growing within the whole community. 

One building had been set aside as a common meeting place, and all were committed to gathering there one day a week to share conversation, problems, thoughts, and laughter. 

A central food store existed within the village, where both ins and outs were recorded scrupulously. Several buildings had also been committed to animals; chickens to one, goats and sheep to others. They even produced their own bread, butter, cheese, and wines; everything worked around the seasons. If there was a collective surplus, which was rare, then they traded for whatever was wanted or needed. 

Their overall success was based upon a strict observance of the rules, of which there were a small but growing number. While consideration was given to genuine life problems, the harshest enforcement was applied to any who flaunted the regulations or deceived the community. 

There had been times in the bad years when they had defended their hilltop homes with no mercy. If they had agreed a need prior to a conflict, young women were occasionally taken, but never grown males or older folk. It was both simple and primitive, and somewhere deep inside their souls they knew that. Children were always spared and normally adopted within the community. Thankfully, those days of warfare appeared to have passed, but it was part of their inheritance and had been the basis of their survival. 

Nic, with his partner, Sarina, and their two children, Jac and Ban, walked happily out of the village and down towards where the large fields were cut like steps deep into the hillsides, which they believed had been formed many centuries earlier. 

Nic and Sarina had spent two years clearing the land they had been allocated and rebuilding walls and irrigation channels. It had been a labour of love, and now they were reaping the rewards of that labour. 

While that work continued, the cleared areas were cultivated in the same way, as the other members of their community had done in their fields. Sometimes they also ventured further down past the great steps towards the thick areas of trees, and walked amongst them and the cacti, searching out fruit or nuts. 

Some days the work was pleasurable and rewarding, while others days the work seemed endless and back-breaking; the rules of their community felt tedious and bore down upon them like boulders, but they understood they were necessary. Taken as a whole, life was good, if not a little limiting, particularly for Nic. 

Unfortunately for Nic, he had too many dreams and plans, similar to his sister, the sort of thoughts that worried others within such a tightly regulated community as this. This caused him a good deal of frustration and conflict, even with Sarina, who rightly concentrated on the day-to-day welfare of the children and the security of their future. Nic saw it as a limited future for his boys, secure maybe, but the possibilities were not being considered—surely minds should be stretched, not encased, he would argue. 

At the communal gatherings, he would often find himself alone, both physically and intellectually, with nobody choosing to stand with him. There was no wish to explore alternative thoughts or even old technologies when all were gathered, and yet, individually, the villagers would sometimes express other views. 

It was not that Nic was a bad man – his neighbours liked him, but were frightened by his optimistic and outgoing views, which were dangerous for the community. But his openness had won him friends and his wisdom earned him respect, and hence, he was tolerated. Above all, they still were farmer-warriors, and maybe Nic alone could see that the world they shared was changing. 

The family reached their land, stopping to survey the situation and take in deep breaths of fresh air. Jac pushed Ban clear over the low wall bordering their land and a pursuit followed. Nic and Sarina sat and watched the two boys play at chase for a moment, enjoying the fruits of their family; it was a good moment that any parent would have enjoyed, and here on the land that they had cleared, warm feelings and sunlight bathed them for a moment. 

Nic called the boys back for work. 

He raised an arm and waved to other group members working higher on the hillside, then began with Sarina to dig up and harvest the root crops now ready for the pot. 

From above them, they heard the low tones of something like a horn echoing and floating over the hills and all around them but paid no particular attention, thinking it to be the fresh breeze catching amongst the hills. They worked on steadily as the sun rose higher in the sky. 

Nic raised his head for a second and shouted once again, “Jac, Ban, get back here, now.” 

Sarina also stopped to look about for the two boys. 

“Did you see where those horrors went, Nic?” 

“Up higher towards Big Brian and his lot I think, Sarina. They will be back, let us just get—” Sarina stopped Nic mid-sentence.  

“Nic, look, what’s happening?” Nic did not respond, his head was down once again in work. 

“Bloody look up the damn hill, Nic, what the hell is happening up there? The boys, you said they went in that direction.” 

They both stood for a second and stared up towards the commotion, not believing what their eyes were conveying to them. 

“Sarina, they are being attacked. There is some kind of battle going on. Run, run like the damn wind, get to the village now. Bloody run, woman, I will find the boys. That is some kind of a raid. I think we’re being attacked by a warrior tribe.” 

Sarina hesitated for but a second, adjusting her thoughts and intentions, then flew, holding the bottom of her long sacking dress in one hand, with the other arm across her front to contain her breasts. She was both fit and fast, even against the upgrade of the hillside, and like the wind, she flew, her feet hardly touching the ground. She could but place her instant trust in Nic for her children, her babies, as he had just done in her speed. 

Nic grabbed for a weapon then leapt to the land level above his own and frantically called again for the boys. He ran to the far end of the plot where the land fell away sharply. 

“Jac! Ban!” he continued to call; nothing, there were no little voices he recognised in reply. 

He again leapt over the stonewall to the next level and looked quickly to the left and right. The conflict was raging above him, and, from where he now stood, he could see what he thought were the wounds of battle and the black-red of blood. 

Big Brian was exactly that. At 2.4 metres with shoulders to match, he was an awesome sight, let alone adversary. His three sons, all around two metres in height, and their partners were all large like oxen. In normal circumstances, nobody in their right mind would have picked upon such a group. 

Nic ran to one end of the plot and then the other, calling and calling. His heart was now beating even more rapidly in his frustration and fear. He stopped and turned to look downwards once again, still nothing. One more leap to yet another level. 

He stood for one second to calm himself, then suddenly an almighty scream and holler raged at him, as two foes leapt down from the upper level and charged at him, weapons raised high. 

Anger, adrenaline, and hatred surged through his veins. His pent-up fears turned to anger and strength and the pace of time changed. The two aggressors, with hair and clothing flying behind them, fell upon him. 

“Bastards, bastards, bastards!” 

Nic swung his staff about his head, generating both a powerful whoosh and courage within his spirit. He thrust it at one of his advancing adversaries, landing with a ghastly crunch on the side of the head. He staggered and stared, his knees crumpled, and then he fell to the ground, his eyes showing surprise as blood flowed; the other foe swerved away, now a little less confident. 

Nic, like Sarina, was fit, fast, strong, and accurate. The years of his youth with Garr had trained him well. With a dive towards his fallen foe, Nic picked up his weapon, a thick double-bladed sword, in his right hand and smashed it without mercy towards the man’s throat. 

It found its mark instantly. 

His companion still faltered for a second, his confidence now diminishing quickly; it was enough time for Nic to throw himself into a shoulder roll towards the faltering enemy and enter the blade under his rib cage with the force of a man leaping into the upright position. The blade entered and reappeared at the shoulder with almost no sound. Strangely, there was no scream and no sigh, but the momentary eye-to-eye contact belonged to another world. 

For a second the aggressor stood with axe raised, unable to follow through, a statue of disbelief. The ghastly death gargles and chilling screams of the dying men and the stench of blood and sweat in all their nostrils was all that remained. Nic gave them neither a second glance nor a single further thought. Their deaths were strictly of their own making. 

Now, once again, Nic shouted for his boys while scanning all around. His voice seemed to be failing him, he could not shout loud enough. He suddenly found himself standing alone upon an island, shouting and shouting, floating, and drifting. 

The screams of his foes now angered him in his frustration. He swung the sword with all his force and a head fell without dignity amongst the dirt. 

Big Brian was now jumping down to Nic’s level with two of his sons, all wearing the blood of their own battles; their foes defeated. 

Their women were apparently staying on the higher level to ensure the job was finished. From this distance, Nic could see them in his hazed vision clearly completing the job, clubbing continuously until no movement existed. 

“You okay, Nic? Well done, lad. The village— come on, let’s go, we must.” 

“Brian, Brian, please stop, please, the boys, Ban and Jac, have you seen them?” he turned to Brian’s sons. “Have you seen my boys, lads?” 

Quick looks passed from one to the other indicating an obvious no. 

“Nic, they are probably back at the village, come on, man, let’s finish these fuckers. They’ve really pissed me off now.” 

There was no further time for thought, only action. All four men ran up the hill towards the village. Nic took the lead and went off track to enter the village from a side alley, allowing them the advantage of the upper ground. 

As they entered the village, hell was before them. Fire, smoke, and screams, blood and shouts hit them from all sides. It was surreal. The group stayed together, acting as one as if they were veterans, like a machine as if they had been in battle as one unit forever, each totally understanding the others’ movements and intentions. 

Striking to left and right, to head then legs, the grunts and moans of pain vanished from their ears. 

Their adversaries were generally long-haired, bearded, and wild, running about the village shouting, screaming, and killing whomever they confronted. 

Picking off the enemy one at a time, Brian and Nic were cold and efficient, attacking each opponent from opposite sides where possible—one attacking high the other attacking low. Occasionally they would come against two foes, then Brian’s lads, if free, would swing around and cut them down from behind. There was no honour involved now, only victory. Their world was at stake and they would not let it be taken from them. 

They moved from alley to street, from street to house, checking, killing, cutting, and dragging their foes into the street for disposal. 

The enemies were mainly concentrated on plunder and destruction, but rape was always upon their minds. Poor young Garia was found crouching in a corner, bloodied and in a trance, gathering around her what was left of torn garments, her naked skin cut and bruised. 

John Jameson lay slaughtered while Polly was spread on the ground naked, held by two and abused by another who viciously struck her about the head as she made a valiant effort to defend herself; Nic and Brian arrived at the scene with her wild screams echoing along the lane. 

Luckily, Brian’s sons were on their toes and, between them, the three abusers were put to rest, spilling their blood into the gully at the edge of the lane and causing small rivulets to run between the flagstones. At her salvation, Polly collapsed into a faint, her defenders moving on into further conflict. 

Not once did their power appear to falter or be challenged; it appeared that none had the ability to stand in their way. 

Then it suddenly appeared to be over. 

A few of the remaining enemy ran from their village screaming and hooting wildly, still swinging their weapons above their heads and carrying booty under their arms. It appeared pointless – a drug-inspired craziness with little gain apart from fear. 

The smell of battle filled their nostrils—fire, thick, languid smoke, blood, and their own sweat. The sounds of battle were replaced with heart-breaking screams and sobbing and the crackling of burning wood. For all the noise, there was a stillness, a sad quietness. 

Nic, Brian, and his sons stood looking around, weapons hanging at their sides, dripping the blood of their foes. Victorious or defeated, they did not really know; that it was a disaster, they were sure. 

Slowly, their hypnotic state began to slide away as  their companions and neighbours wandered magnetically into the small central square where they now stood. Others were rushing to the aid of the wounded or abused. 

Normally when the square reflected sunshine it created a comforting feeling, but the ancient flagstones, the small still fountain at the centre, and the buildings forming the square with their arched coach yards and balconies were now in shade—grey, dark, hard, and austere. Thick black smoke billowed from windows and doors, forming dark, ominous clouds above them. 

Exhaustion was replaced by emotion as the devastation around them sank in. The only thoughts that now existed in each of their minds were of their loved ones. Where were they? Were they safe? Were they alive? 

Some, who had found one another, grabbed, cuddled, and held each other tight, tears running over dirty skin; their strength and bravery depleted. These were embraces that should last forever; never-to-let-go embraces. Others, simply dropping the weapons from their dirty blood-stained hands, ran towards home calling names, fear echoing through each syllable uttered. 

Nobody spoke. Only a lurking anguish hung silently in the stifling air. 

Nic jerked himself back into full reality and then raced, his heart beating faster than in battle. 

‘Sarina! Sarina! Jac! Ban!” 

He burst against the oak door. It was partly open, and straight through he ran into the hallway, into the main room, seeing instantly the upturned furniture that had been obviously kicked aside; the place was in total disarray. 

“Jac? Ban? You here, Sarina?” he paused for thought and through fear of what he was anticipating. 

“Please be here, be hiding somewhere. Just be here, please, please.” 

He could no longer move forward. He stood with his head looking downwards, his hands gripped tightly into fists, nails cutting into palms. Tears now just ran down his face, gushing and unstoppable. His head spun faster and his body lifted into the mist of momentary despair. 

“Nic? Nic? We are here, Nic, upstairs. I cannot open this bloody door. Can you hear me, Nic?” 

Nic leapt four of the large stone stairs at a time and threw his shoulder at the heavy door; it budged a little, just enough for fingers, Sarina’s fingers, to appear around the edge. 

“Are you okay? Are the boys okay, Sarina; are they all right?” 

“Nic, I thought they would be with you, they’re not here, Nic. Yula and Hun are here with me, that’s all. 

Oh Nic, Nic, where are they?” 

Nic’s heart sunk once more. Yula and Hun, their elderly neighbours, stood in silence. Intense, menacing fear entered the atmosphere again. 

“Sarina, I’ll get you out of here and then I’ll run back to the fields. They will be there, I know they will. 

They are bright and smart. They will be there. They’ll be okay.” 

“Hurry, Nic, please hurry.” 

A stout pole was quickly found, and with one almighty tug and grunt, the door was freed. Nic grabbed Sarina close, kissing her head tenderly and quickly pulling Yula and Hun into a group embrace. Then he loosened the embrace and for a second, they looked eye to eye, neither saying a single word. He turned away quickly and raced from the house. 

Yula took the place of Nic, embracing Sarina with affection and caring, and Hun reached forward to gather the group in close once again. For a moment or two, they allowed some stress and emotion to be released, and more tears trickled down all their faces. Then Sarina re-gathered herself. She wiped away her tears and passed her hand gently over Yula and Hun’s cheeks, signalling both care and the need to move on, then took a deep breath or two. 

“Come on, you two, the boys will be fine, I’m sure, and we have work to do.” 

Within, her heart was pounding with her lack of conviction in the words she had spoken, but to loiter was to fail. Time for self-indulgence, as short as it was, was over.

-
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Garr’s Visitors.
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Monster twitched, his ears swivelling in all directions. Slowly his great head raised as he checked the air, the call of duty dawned within him. As young as he was, he understood his duty. Now energised by his mission, he silently padded across to the cave entrance, turned his head to alert Garr of an imminent visitor or intruder, then padded back and took his position at the top of the downward track. 

Anyone previously unaware of his existence would have been horrified coming face-to-face with this creature. His warning call resounded along the cliff face. 

Normally, his disposition was that of the gentle giant; now his hackles were up, and the whole of his body turned from loose to firm and muscular, swelling as he tensed. 

“Monster, shh! Quiet, boy.” 

“Garr, Garr, its Knap. May I come forward without being eaten?” 

Garr laughed, expressing her delight of company. 

“Knap!” Garr moved towards the entrance, stood next to Monster, and shouted down to her visitor. “How wonderful, please come into camp, Knap. Okay, Monster, it’s ok, boy, it’s Knap, and you behave now.” 

Knap very carefully approached the camp together with Mara and their daughter, Sala. Garr greeted the party while firmly holding Monster, who still subsequently gave them all the full security check, with endless figures of eight, loud pig-like snorting and sniffs, and occasional deep concerning and threatening growls. 

When recognition and memory slowly dawned, his tail proceeded to wag slowly, and then faster and faster it went, for now he remembered Knap as a friend and bearer of gifts. Then suddenly, without any further ceremony, he flopped back down at the camp entrance, apparently feigning instant sleep, head upon paws with one blood-red eye permanently open and observing every movement and action. 

His display was rapidly adjusted as Knap retrieved the anticipated gift—a giant bone from his backpack. Tail a-wagging yet again and drooling disgustingly until receiving Garr’s approval, he lumbered forward, gently taking the bone and returning to his designated position. 

The small party settled down around the fire at the cave entrance, initially all talking at once. Soon the chatter turned to laughter, and they all sighed and took a moment. 

“Well, young woman, it’s been quite some time since we’ve been able to do this. We have been thinking of you. So, how have you been and what trouble have you been up to?” 

Mara, ignoring Knaps initial question, addressed Garr herself. 

“Garr, we are bearers of gifts for you, my dear. Just what do you think of these little offerings?” 

With that, she started to undo the backpacks fully, revealing so much it was magical; so many wonderful gifts started to appear. Soap, a colourfully woven jumper, salt, peppers in real glass jars, pears, tomatoes, lemons, matches, and two excellent joints of meat. They looked like pork packed in salt. Without a doubt, it was a wonderful array of gifts, a real fiesta. So much, in fact, that it was almost too much; it was unexpected and a little embarrassing, as Garr felt she had little to offer in return, apart from her hospitality. 

“Mara, all of you, this is so wonderful, but too much. I have nothing to offer that would be worthy in return.” 

“Garr, my dear child, say no more,” Knap insisted. “How about letting us stay over for a couple of nights? There has been some trouble reported further south and our place isn’t best placed for security these days, especially now the boys are no longer with us. I think it might be wiser, if it’s okay, to be here. Changing the subject on you for one moment, Garr, do you realise that when I was a child, there was no such thing as a lemon?” 

“Yes, Knap, that is very interesting, but, staying with the main subject for a moment, you know you are always welcome here, all of you, as long as you like. It is never, and will never, be a problem. What is the trouble? What exactly has happened or what have you heard, Knap?” 

“It doesn’t sound good, Garr. A mixed group, mainly from far over to the east, we have been told. When I say group, I really mean a small army of meandering, murdering bastards. Evidently, they have been wandering their way across the south as many tribes do, and then they started northward when they reached the Pyrenees. Obviously, this is all second-hand or thirdhand hearsay, but too many folks have been talking about them. We met a small group of travellers from the south just two weeks ago and they confirmed the stories. It appears there are about two hundred of them this time, women, children, and all. They work normally in small raiding parties—the normal routine, rape, and pillage, then moving on. As far as I am aware, there is nobody or no community ready or capable these days to deal with these bastards. We really should get ourselves better organised—it’s about time.”  

“That kind of story is always worrying, Knap. I have a brother living somewhere down there. But listen, what is the chance of them passing your way? The odds must be well on your side.” 

“You’re right of course, Garr. Those living on the plains are far more at risk – easy small targets, I am afraid – but the likelihood of trouble passing directly our way, or indeed their way, is very small. The problem is the feeling of menace and threat that these stories create. In the end, it is simply about fear. Fear exposes all our inadequacies and insecurities. Suddenly every single tiny sound at night is the enemy at your door, standing beside your bed. Every story you hear keeps going around and around inside your head. Mara and Sal wanted to be somewhere else until this current threat had passed, and, indeed, why not? It makes good sense.” 

“You’re right, Knap. This is one situation where you have to admire the shufflers in their townships, I guess. I gather they rarely have these problems anymore – too many of them and too well organised. I think they are a very weird lot, but I have heard they do stick together. Regardless, I don’t think I’ll be moving into a township – way too crowded and restricted for the likes of me.” 

Sala interrupted the chatter, “Any chance of a drink, Garr?” 

“Sorry, forgot my manners. Let us get some water boiling and some food in the pot for later. I have to check out some traps, and if you fancy keeping me company, I will show you my new fish store. It’s been a real success, far better than any I’ve built before.” 

“Okay, sounds good to me. We’ll look forward to that.” 

The water boiled, and some strong nettle and rosehip fusion with honey was sipped slowly as the party of four exchanged stories and thoughts. The day was turning into a pleasant one. The surface water from the storm had dried, leaving the rocks, air, and greenery clean and fresh. There was a good-to-be-alive feeling. Garr translated this into energy. She was ready to take that walk, although her guests were still recovering after their early morning start and long hike. 

“You guys ready for a wander?” 

“If you don’t mind,” Sala answered, “I’ll stay here – had a rough night and very early start. To be honest, I could do with having a laze around really, or even a doze, especially after tramping over here with all those gifts of yours.” 

They laughed and Garr was unable to think of a worthy response. Mara took the same position as Sala and elected to remain at the cave and prepare some food for later, so Knap joined Garr and Monster. 

Garr grabbed her shoulder bag that carried all the essentials for the exercise, added a small pouch of water, and picked up her favourite staff and bow. 

“Let's get to it, Knap,” Garr said with enthusiasm, and started to descend the track. “I’ll close the entrance off, Mara. We should be about a couple of hours – back before sundown.” 

They descended along the track that turned one direction, then another, and at times enclosed on both sides. The floor was mainly solid rock, with loose boulders which regularly fell from above after storms; the track formed irregular large steps when you looked carefully, they zigzagged around enormous boulders, which occasionally created blind alleys between the sharp vertical faces of the cliff. 

About halfway down, the track turned sharply to the left and then, after another thirty feet, started to level and clear before it descended steeply once more; at this point Garr stopped to lower her defences. 

Two years ago, Garr had spent weeks creating this delicately balanced masterpiece of engineering and had continued since that time refining the operation. In principle, it was simple; levers, balances, and good fortune. The good fortune was that sometime in the past a substantial tree had fallen beside the entrance track. With levers, Garr had slowly moved it into the ideal position, attached a heavy rope to the lower end, and then took that over an outstanding edge of rock, which created a sharp turn down the track. At the upper end, the base of the tree was wedged into a crack in the rock face, allowing it to act as a hinge due to its weight. 

The main problem Garr had at the time was creating a smooth-running surface over which her rope could move without constantly causing it to wear and break. Creating just that had taken her over four weeks, rubbing rock against rock, working hard each day with sore and blistered hands, but in the end, it was achieved. At the end of her rope was a heavy wire net she had found upon a dump and she had formed it into a bag with logs that held the mouth open wide. Inside the bag were boulders of varying sizes. By adding only one selected boulder to the bag, the tree could be lifted with relative ease and, once passed, could be lowered down once again. The rope was nicely concealed behind the turn in the track and the heavy branches. For further security, the tree could be fixed in position from either side by the insertion of a single long, flat rock that acted like a bolt. Added to this was the fact of the incline; to approach it from the downside was steep, very steep, and attempting to move the tree or pass it would be almost impossible if one was not aware of the magic rock key. 

Rightly so, she was very proud of her endeavours but of course, could only let selected people into the secrets of her mechanics, and Knap was indeed the only one.  

At times, she would sit and stare at her creation with much pleasure and pride while conjuring improvements, and would then lie in her bed adjusting every detail until she decided the idea was ready to be implemented. 

Garr, with Monster at heel, led Knap upon one of her favourite ‘walks’, as she liked to call them. Occasionally stopping to check snares, pits, and other types of traps, always assisted by the enthusiastic Monster by her side, she took Knap down towards the small river that ran throughout the valley; it was here she was able to catch the majority of her meals. Excluding her home, this was Garr’s favourite place. During some winters, this meandering river turned into a dangerous waterway of considerable depth or solid ice, and yet at the height of some summers it could contract into a stream. Even then, the small ponds and lakes remained, always allowing her to catch fish and other fresh-water delights. 

She had created a small, dammed pond. The river water was fast-moving at this point due to a narrowing bend. The entrance to her pond was within a little riverside bay around which the water swirled. At that entrance, where it separated from the river, was a kind of sluice gate which could be removed when required, and, situated within the actual entrance, she had installed a basket-weaved funnel, surrounded and supported with stones beneath and dammed over at ground level, forming a bridge. Once an unfortunate fish had been washed into it, or chosen unwittingly to enter, there was little-to-no hope of escape even when the gate was up. 

She took from it only what was needed. Some fish had been captive for weeks; one unfortunate carp that had mysteriously appeared within her pool had now been there for six months and was double its original size. Others swam round and round or lay mournfully at the bottom, awaiting their inevitable fate. 

Garr expertly gathered half a dozen unfortunates, which she intended to preserve by smoke or alternatively, use for tomorrow’s breakfast. Monster looked on keenly, awaiting a possible treat that did not appear. He clearly understood that anticipation was part of a dog’s duty. To that call of instinct, he would always adhere. 

Her two main methods of preserving her meats were by smoking or placing them deep into her salt chest; vegetables and fruit were kept in containers, in either brine or syrup. When the weather was favourable, sun drying was a good alternative, but of course, nothing beat fresh produce; however, that was no easy option and committed her to hunting, gathering, or tending her small vegetable patches on a daily basis. 

She had located fruit and nut trees and endeavoured to isolate them from the eyes of others by camouflage. Overall, she had a good diet; it was obviously seasonal in the main, but that she enjoyed. 

The two friends wandered a little further along the riverbank, then moved upwards and away from the river once more through a lightly wooded area. 

“Agh, hold on, Knap, I needed to grab some nuts from the river. Give me five minutes and I’ll be back.” 

“Okay, I’ll be on the top of the ridge.” 

“Here, take these, but be very careful with them.”  

She handed over one of her prized possessions – a pair of binoculars. 

“Wow, Garr, I didn’t know you had these. They are incredible, wish I had a pair. Do not worry. I’ll treat them like a salt mountain.” 

In five minutes, Garr had run back down to the riverbank, thrown herself down flat, and fished around with one arm. Having made her collection, she was soon back at the top of the ridge once again without even a heavy breath. With Monster bounding by her side, she looked around for Knap, her backpack dripping river water from the fish and a large amount of blanched nuts that she had been processing in the river for well over a week. 

He must have wandered along the ridge a little, thought Garr, looking in all directions. 

Further along the ridge, she found Knap, safe and sound, contemplating the magnificent views over the plain and valley and generally playing with the binoculars. They both sat for a while and spoke of the Big Gathering to which they would all be going and how things around them generally appeared to be changing. They mused, or rather Knap did, about why Garr had not found herself a man for company. They contemplated the weather and the oncoming winter period. Eventually, they spoke again of the warriors and how such villains could be brought to justice or, alternatively, into order and harmony. They had few real detailed answers, only the hope that one day a common desire for a set of rules would exist and the will amongst folk could be found, which could allow peace and security for all. With their chosen lifestyles, it was almost impossible to see such things happening. They were all too isolated and intent on survival. 

The raising of Garr’s hand abruptly halted their chatter. Stillness fell over the small gathering. Then Garr slowly pointed towards a small buck standing alone some fifty metres off. 

It was a truly beautiful vision, standing there downwind with head raised among the brilliant rays of sunlight penetrating through the canopy. Its light fawn coat turned to gold, while all around endless woodland birds sang and butterflies fluttered. 

Monster knew the routine well and dropped down on his belly amongst the bracken, head alert and awaiting an instruction.  

Garr crawled on her belly two metres to gather her bow, then with care and in a well-practised manoeuvre, loaded an arrow and gently raised her body until it was in a kneeling position. She thought again, realising it was too long a shot for a certain kill. Dropping down once again on her belly, together with Monster, she crawled forward. Halfway to the buck, she once again prepared her shot—there would probably be only one chance. Her heart rate had increased, as had Knap’s as he viewed the developing scene before him. 

Luckily upwind of the buck, she slowly drew back the arrow while taking an instinctive aim and then steadied herself for a second before letting fly the deadly bolt. 

In a moment of slow motion, the arrow flew, arcing slightly towards its victim. The spirit of the forest appeared to stand stock-still, sensing the imminent sacrifice. The arrow entered the buck at the rib cage; although in reality there was no sound, they heard a thud as the arrow connected with the deer and a parallel pain entered their own souls. Energy was released, and slow motion suddenly changed to fast forward. 

A mournful grunt was heard, one of shock and pain as the creature staggered in all directions trying desperately to stay upright. Its great eyes flashed helplessly in all directions. After tossing and shaking its head rapidly, it slowly fell to the ground. 

Garr, with the bow at her side, slowly straightened herself, followed by Knap. Monster was up and awaiting instruction to collect, yet before the command was given, the heroic buck had staggered back to its feet. Vainly and sadly, it attempted its escape, but its legs would no longer do its bidding. A rear leg was shaking violently, uncontrollably, and then once again the fragile front legs collapsed as bellows echoed through the woodland, silencing a thousand birdsongs and insect calls.  

With incredible instinctive courage, the buck once again began to push its body into the full and upright position. It urinated, now totally out of control of its bodily functions, then suddenly and without ceremony it was smashed to the bracken by forty-five kilos of pouncing mastiff. Teeth now dug deeper into his throat, suffocating, closing, finishing. 

Stillness again surrounded the sorrowful scene. 

Garr walked over to the creature, where Monster still lay with a firm and deadly grip upon its throat; she knelt and stroked the creature in a gesture of respect, its spirit floated away amongst saplings and woodland flowers, and then birdsong slowly filled the air once more. First one, then another, until the small area of woodland was once again a riot of choruses. 

The dead buck was hoisted to hang from a low bough and, within fifteen minutes, its innards were gone and buried. Normally, all would be used, but with guests in camp, time was limited. The carcass was cut down, trussed, and laid over Knap’s shoulder for transporting back to camp. Now they moved with extra caution, for upon this land there was many creatures interested in fresh meat. 

They walked in silence for some time; here, in this lifestyle, respect and thanks to Mother Nature were everything. 

As Garr and Knap made their way back towards the cave, their path took them along the edge of the plain where there stood a large rusted tower upon a small rise. 

Knap badly needed to rest, for as strong as he was, the carcass was a considerable weight for him. 

After five minutes he was recharged and decided to scale the structure. Forty-five feet from the ground, he could stretch his eyes and play yet again with Garr’s binoculars. He looked along the length of the valley and over much of the plain. It was a distinctive view he was familiar with but on a different scale. It contained just about everything in nature that one would choose to rest one’s eyes on. 

The craggy rocks along the northern flank where Garr lived were so different to the southern side of the plain, where rocks grew sure and slowly into mountains footed with that thick and lush woodland. Those foothills ultimately merged into mountains, which through the winter wore thick white caps. The plain between was not flat but interspersed with small outcrops of treed rocky areas and the river with small
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