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I dedicate this
book to those brave few who are not afraid to commit to a better
world and have the vision to strive for and demand a new
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FOREWORD

 


My thanks to the
many not yet publicly recognized scientific podcasts and articles
fronted and written by scientists, journalists and writers unafraid
to share the truth behind their findings and research on the
human-instigated climate breakdown imperilling life on planet
earth. In addition, a colossal acknowledgement of the growing army
of ecologically minded organisations. They are mainly spurred on by
the bold and brave of the younger generation. Their opposition to
inheriting a desolate world has opened my eyes to the dangerous
distractions, the bread and circus of ancient history, keeping us
satiated and too busy to see. There are so many names I would love
to mention as my inspiration for this book, but it would be
pretentious of me to do so. Humanity driven by greed, profit,
convenience and comfort faces an existential threat as our errors
line up. A catastrophic junction lies ahead. If we recognize that
something is destructive to the whole, why not stop it, make it
right, correct the wrong and pay the price regardless of the
consequences? If we don’t, it will only get worse. The cloud on the
horizon does not have a silver lining.
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‘You
have to come with us, Sir!’

The burly
military guard’s voice sounded controlled, but a hint of something
strained to the breaking point swam underneath the
surface.

‘Not
now, Daegal. There’s still time to pull this mess back.’

‘Not
in our assessment, Sir. We have to go. They are jeopardising your
safety.’

The beefy man,
seated behind the large oak desk, ignored the advice of his
security advisor. He looked the epitome of icy authority, with
steely blue eyes and a command in his voice, a man as confident of
his position as possible. An attitude gained through a lifetime of
privilege where “impossible” and “failure” did not
exist.

They were in the
last functioning control room inside the presidential palace
itself. A team of the brightest techs that New Washington had to
offer were hunkered down at their control stations, trying to
interpret the urgent messages coming in from the super A.I.
computer situated deep under the imposing building. One by one, the
giant screens showing the chaos on the streets were blinking out
into blankness. Their source feeds lay broken and
disrupted.

‘This
is useless, Sir. We have to go. Now! The anarchists have blocked
all avenues. The only way out is via the roof, which won’t hold for
long. We only have one window of opportunity left open.’

‘It’s
not over yet, Daegal! If you don’t have something useful to say,
then shut up! Where are your balls, man? What are our eyes in the
sky telling us? Have we pinpointed those bastard immigrant commies
as yet? Bloody seditious anarchist ring-leaders!’

With panic in his
eyes, a supervisor tech turned and answered his
President.

‘Every
one of our drones is down, Mr President and our monitor links from
households have been disabled. We have only satellite images, and
they only tell us that things are bad, which we already know. We
are virtually blind, Sir. The A.I. sentinel advises
retreat.’

A static voice
from the communicator on Daegal’s armoured chest broke through the
pause in the room.

‘Alpha
one, this is Romeo. We have your building in our sights. Eta in
five. Over?’

Daegal had been
chief of presidential security for fifteen years. He had a lot of
experience in the field and out. He could read the signs and knew
more than his President seemed to that the game was up.

‘Romeo, this is Alpha one. We receive you loud and clear. I
will rendezvous in five. Over and out.’

He clasped the
President’s fleshy upper arm in an iron grip with a movement that
brooked no refusal.

‘Come,
Sir. It’s time to go.’

His rumbling
voice was implacable, and not even the President dared to disobey
with his habitual bluff and bluster. His chief had the final say on
his safety. When he arrived at the safe bunker buried miles under
the Rockies, he could pick things up again, merely a thirty-minute
flight from their present location. Some bright spark had decided
to re-locate New Washington just north of the border where Canada
once lay – north of the then Washington State. He supposed it had
some ring to its significance – a reassuring memory of continuity.
No one would ever dare mention ‘annexation’ or its cousin
‘appropriation.’ Necessity and sign-of-the-times were much more
palatable.

Chief Daegal and
his team of four hustled the President down the hallway and into
the tube. It whizzed them up to the roof at a voiced command under
the forceful push of pressurised air. It was so smooth that they
hardly felt that they were moving.

When they emerged
onto the open roof, guards with laser-guided sniper rifles lay
stationed at every point. A hydrogen-powered vertical take-off
combat plane hummed out of the sky with timed precision. It landed
with hardly a disturbance except for a surge of boiling
air.

With Daegal and
his team pushing him with every step, the President was
uncharacteristically silent and crestfallen as he laboured heavily
into his seat.

‘Almost clear now, Mr President,’ reassured Daegal. ‘We’ve got
this.’

The President
nodded absently as the vertical-lift transport smoothly took
flight, banking sharply away from the palace and over the crowds
clogging the streets below.

‘Can’t
we do something about them, Daegal? Disperse them from the air or
something?’

‘No,
Mr President. Our citizens are down there, and the troops are
beginning to baulk at attacking their own. No one wants to shoot
their brother or sister, eh? Half of our flyboys have already
disappeared from their barracks. We assume they are down there with
the mob.’

‘What!
Have they mutinied? That’s treason!’

‘It’s
what it is, Mr President, but our guys won’t fire on their fellow
soldiers either.’

‘Mamby-pamby ingrates, the lot of them. They’ve given up, then!
Hear me, Daegal! I won’t. Not until I’m dead. After all, we’ve
given them. The lazy bastards! They didn’t even have to work for a
living - treasured homes for free. They don’t have to pay rent like
in the great old days. When the idiots became sick, they had to
fork out not a cent to get better. Me! I financed it all. Money for
nothing! That’s how I see it. Why did they turn on me,
Daegal?’

‘Food,
Mr President. Hungry bellies do not equal clear
thinking.’

The plane turned
away, and the President’s last sight of the violence on the streets
was his black-clad armoured guards, like upended beetles,
overwhelmed by the riotous and angry mob.

‘We
shouldn’t have let them in, Daegal. Bastard foreigners! Dirty
immigrants! I warned those wet liberals that this would happen, but
they wouldn’t listen, would they?’

‘There
wasn’t a choice, Sir. In the end, it wasn’t just a matter of
desperate mass migration to handle but a potential war with
dispossessed governments on the move looking for a haven to keep
their people safe. You know that better than anyone.’

‘They
didn’t rebuild this land, Daegal. We did, and you know it. They
have no right to it. The fruits of our hard labour are ours. I
still say we should have kept them out.’

‘That
would have led to a third world war, Mr President. Where would we
be then?’

‘Exactly where we are now, Daegal. Our great, new civilisation
is imploding before our eyes. It would have been far better to have
made a stand. Let them see we have guts. A man must show he is a
man.’

The security
chief did not bother to answer and, closing his eyes, relaxed. He
had hardly managed to sleep over the past week, and the hard days
were just beginning. This pampered President thought himself tough.
Well, the proof of the pudding is in the eating. Issuing ultimatums
while sheltering behind bolstered security lines was one thing. The
most challenging days were still yet to come, and no one, no matter
how protected, would be immune from the fallout and the suffering.
Time enough to separate the heart from the bluster.

At first, the
people sided with their belligerent President. Life was good. Even
though the government was rationing food and water, they had all
they needed. They received free money to spend and futuristic
technology, now made a reality, to make their lives easy and
enjoyable. All the games they wanted, ages spent happily in their
chosen virtual reality. Robots did all the work, and computers did
their thinking. The air they breathed was clean, even though it was
a bit too hot for his liking. They were aware of but didn’t mind
that every bit of hardware in their intelligent, shiny houses had
the inbuilt software to report every action and conversation they
made in privacy. A concept that was merely an illusion. This
sensitive and personal information was picked up and beamed to
supercomputer banks for processing—embedded algorithms and
sophisticated sensors to surveil even one’s emotions. What lay
inside the mind and body was as transparent for digitalisation and
analysis as what sat outside. Any proclivity towards dissent stood
quickly identified, targeted, and eliminated. Throwing out the few
bad apples from the barrel before the whole crop became rotten was
how his President put it. They had traded their freedom for
promises and indulgent lifestyles. Bread and circus were still
alive and doing well even after the fall of countless empires –
houses built of straw.

Arrogantly, they
had seen themselves as the newly chosen people, inheritors of the
Promised Land. The northerners, once again, had proven their
superiority through genetic selection.

Well, those
others didn’t see it in the same way. Their homelands laid poisoned
– made toxic by decades of being dumped on and pillaged in the name
of work, employment and progress. All that was visible to them was
the last refuge of humanity. This space was claimed and occupied by
the people who had been more than responsible for their traditional
territories’ desertification – farms, a family, and culture all
gone. Even the graves of their fathers and grandfathers right back
to the beginning, erased by an ever-changing, uninhabitable
landscape - a place historically grasped and raped by greedy,
privileged, and lucky bastards who always came up grinning at the
expense of everybody else. Not this time. What’s good for the goose
is good for the gander. They would not lie down and die quietly. He
couldn’t blame them. In their shoes, he would do the same
thing.

The Chinese,
Indians, and Africans were knocking on the door. Even the
hoity-toity Europeans had formed a pact with the losers—all for one
and one for all. Once part of the elite few, until their vaunted
nations began to flood and burn – deserts in the southern
Mediterranean and ferocious, unpredictable destructive storms in
the North. To them, it’s simply to do or die.

They had received
sketchy reports from the other enclaves of civilisation – Norway,
Sweden, Denmark, Greenland, United Kingdom, Argentina and New
Zealand. God alone knew what was happening in Siberia. The last
bastion heard from was New London, now based in Wiltshire. The old
London was half underwater and crumbling back into an icy swamp
from which it first arose. The overly proud Brits were sinking
under the influx from their old European cousins. The Atlantic
Meridional Overturning Circulatory (AMOC) System, the earth’s
temperature-regulatory underwater system, was just one judder away
from stopping. That fortress island had imagined itself becoming a
warm balmy exception, a holdout to good living. But now, it was
shivering, dry as a bone and subject to unpredictable
life-threatening weather. Well, welcome to the club. Too bad, every
man for himself, eh?

Many agonised
faces, struggling to breathe in the tightly packed, heaving masses,
craned upwards at the passing military air transport soaring over
their heads and through the blackened smoke drifting up from the
many burning buildings. There was nowhere for them to go. The only
choice was to fight onward for an as-yet-undefined future. Society
was imploding. Laws no longer worked for the people who had stopped
abiding by them – trust was going up with the smoke in the
air.

Freedom, alas,
had its price.
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I

 


 


I am a
leaf

Hanging
listlessly

A lifeline, a
thread

Connected to the
dry branch of an ancient tree

Merely a breath
away from the end

Consumed by a
silent and empty forest

Where the
stifling heat binds us all

In a final
effort

To keep on
living

 


 


‘Veil
yourself, child, before you go out. Don’t forget this
time.’

‘Yes,
auntie.’

The girl,
slightly built, long-limbed, and hungry-looking, wiped the beaded
sweat from her forehead before it trickled into her eyes. The
moisture was her constant companion in the same way as it hung
about everywhere, shrouding everything – always promising but never
giving of itself.

‘Common, girl. Look lively. Find your seditious uncle before he
disappears into his useless machinery.’

Blinking away the
salty liquid, which had found its goal anyway, she tucked her
pencil into the pocket of her oversized trousers. Then, carefully,
she folded the wrinkled paper held reverently in her hands. She
ignored the exasperated sigh of the older woman. In this world, not
even the young hurried.

Not bothering
with the rickety ladder, she leapt from the plane’s fuselage, a
place she now called home and landed on the sloping dirt path
without even the hint of a stagger. Immediately, warned by the low,
electrical hum, she danced to the side as a scooter whizzed by
dangerously. She caught a passing glimpse of a wizened, lined, and
impish face grinning devilishly at her; his mask pulled down around
his chin. Her uncles were all mad and old. Yet, they always strived
to tease mischief out of their monotonous existence.

Stabbing a
rebellious middle finger into the air at his departing back, she
strolled down the path in his wake. The gesture, although unseen,
made her feel better.

As usual, the
community had an air of abandonment. Except for the uncle on the
whizzing scooter, she could see no one else.

Randomly perched
at the end of narrow tracks radiating outwards from the broad
sunken gully like the twisted spokes from a centre line that served
as the main road, the strange assortment of sleeping quarters lay
silent. They had fashioned them from the remnants of a left-over
technology long dead, caravans, camper vans, air-plane fuselages,
train carriages, and whatnots - anything they could mould into a
shelter. Dotted among these were small, lovingly carved wooden
structures. These were the community’s pride and envy at the same
time. They used them as communal spaces for the central part - as
nurseries to house the rare and precious newly birthed, teaching
the youngsters their numbers and letters, council meetings, and
special celebrations. Everything else they did under resin-sheet
coverings sheltering them from the open sky. No one was allowed to
cut living wood. Only when a tree fell in death could it be
harvested as a resource. That law held like iron. It must not
break.

Rules lay
everywhere like deadwood, but unlike them, they were untouchable.
Everyone knew and accepted that. The thing was, not very many could
explain why these regulations lay so heavily on their actions.
Uncle Omar was the only one who tried, but even he withheld more
than he gave. He had the gift of sliding around the answers to
questions that made him uncomfortable. She didn’t blame him. Even
in this small community, many wanted him banished or perhaps worse.
Why? There was a complicit silence even on this topic of relevance
and emotion.

The annoying
mosquito whine as it collided with her ear reminded her of her
message. She picked up her pace, swatting absently at the
persistent insect. Her aunts were constantly chastising her for her
lack of focus.

‘You
should pay more attention to what we tell you rather than the why
for and wherefore of things, girl!’

Why all the
secrets, anyway? This year would be her sending-out ceremony, her
long-awaited initiation. She was almost a Ranger, whether they
liked it or not. Out there, somewhere, she would find her answers.
If this community couldn’t satisfy her curiosity, she would find
one that could.

The path took a
steep incline, and she had to lean into it to continue her climb.
The compacted dirt started to give way to solid rocks, and quite
suddenly, granite cliffs rose out of the foliage, looming above
her. It was not through an accident that they had chosen this spot
to plant their community. In this boiling, humid land, the storms
were sudden and ferocious. They were a part of who she was.
Sometimes they lasted for days, lashing their small makeshift
hamlet with torrents of unstoppable water, mud and destructive
cyclonic winds. Constructing more substantial living quarters made
no sense, for nearly every storm left their homes wholly
obliterated. The input of effort was not equal to the outcome. It
was relatively easy to rebuild and reassemble what the cyclonic
maelstroms did not take.

She arrived at
the refuge point and paused at the rusted iron door guarding the
entrance, resting a hand on its rough reassuring surface to catch
her breath, difficult enough in the thick, cloying atmosphere and
near on impossible when climbing a bloody hill. She had lost count
of how often her people had fled there to find shelter and safety
from the angry elements.

There were other
reasons the community was here; not all were happy with that
choice.

Her veil was now
thoroughly sodden and clung to her face like a wet handkerchief
interfering with her breathing and threatening to suffocate her or,
worse still, drown her. In annoyance, she pulled it away, looking
about guiltily. No one was in evidence to witness her
sin.

A slight breeze
ruffled her long, light, hazel-brown hair as she ascended further
up the winding path, and a whiff of stink teased her nostrils.
Instinctively, she held her breath, pinching her rounded and softly
flaring nostrils.

‘Phew!
I suppose we all have to eat,’ she muttered, spitting over the edge
to clear the distaste from her mouth.

The Rangers
depended on the scattered communities. They were places to rest,
recover from illness and injury, give birth, and gather supplies,
especially food. The forests were vast, but nourishment was sparse,
and killing was forbidden. Of course, the few remaining species
were sacrosanct - except for the insects, biting, stinging, and
sickness-carrying devils - especially the mosquitoes. She hated
them above all. They danced around in swarms at dusk, seeking hot
blood to suck and infect – dengue, malaria, yellow fever,
chikungunya, to name a few. They would drive her into madness if it
weren’t for the boiling winds that howled down the valley and up
the bluff every night. They didn’t like that, the little
bastards.

Not all insects
were a scourge, despite their nuisance level. Some were a vital
source of sustenance. Thankfully, most of their food came from the
large glass vats of bacteria fostered under Dominique's aunt’s
care. These were lovingly grown to form a nourishing and sustaining
flour. Even germs had a special place in this impoverished
world.

The communities
where the old and the too-young resided all year round were
responsible for growing crops, mainly rice, sweet potatoes, corn,
and pulses. Although most of the time, they did not get a harvest.
Still, this bad luck did not stop them from persisting. Hence the
awful smell. Everything had its use - even poo. She had had her
share of transporting the vile stuff to the terraced fields in the
early mornings when the mists hung low and hope seemed banished.
The odour invaded every nook and cranny, the clothes, hair, pores,
senses, and even your mind. Washing alone was not enough to
eliminate its potency and water, that haloed resource, could not be
blithely used.

Despite being
here several times before, she stopped to stare at the many-eyed
cyclops towering above her. It was a massive, box-like construction
with four layers of giant circular, fan-like turbines installed in
rows. The metal which formed it looked worn and battered, tarnished
and dulled with time. Its entire edifice lay strangled by running
thorn-impregnated vines as if they were attempting to pull this
emblem of a failed age back into the earth and bury it from
sight—nature’s way of dealing with the unwanted.

Uncle Omar said
it once spun magnificently, stretching all over the land, sucking
harmful gasses out of the air and burying them deep into the ground
where they belonged. It was the only solution to stop the earth
from heating up. He never did get around to fully explaining why
this grand design fell so flat on its face. As far as she could
tell, things were still damn hot.

Keeping an eye on
the sleeping giant, she walked warily around its cracked concrete
base. It had played its part in many of her childhood nightmares,
and if it were to awake now as it did in them, she wanted to remain
in the get-set position to flee.

In the cliff face
behind the machine monstrosity were three nondescript doors. The
middle one lay open, and she headed for it, anxious to escape the
turbines’ dead gaze. Although explained to her, they made her
uncomfortable.

She entered the
dim interior of a cavernous room carved out of bare rock. Its grey
walls lay covered with peeling plaster, and bits and pieces of
forbidden technology were strewn haphazardly over the damp floor. A
dull electronic sound emanated from several quarters, raising the
fine hairs along her arms and neck. This place was a direct
connection to the fall of an entire world. It was sinister and
filled her with dread.

‘We’re
not cannibals, Dominique. We won’t eat you. Not today,
anyway.’

The soft nasal
voice drifted over her, an underlay of humour spilling
outwards.

She straightened
from the crouched posture that she was unaware she had adopted and
tried to look unconcerned.

‘Hello, Uncle Omar. I have a message for you.’

The tall, dark
man with a perfect cap of short, tightly curled, snow-white hair
regarded her intently. As much as he tried to suppress it, she felt
the irritation seething behind his strange grey eyes.

‘Stubborn! Born stubborn and will die stubbornly
ignorant.’

The girl called
Dominique returned his gaze calmly and did not comment.

‘Sorry. It’s not your fault. It would be much easier if the
bottom scrounging ingrates let me run a few cables. No offence, eh?
It would save your legs somewhat, I think. Merely a switch to push
and “shazam.” Message sent and delivered. You wouldn’t believe we
had the whole world so connected once ago.’

‘You
must admit that what you’re doing here borders on creepy,
uncle.’

The tall man
looked at her and grinned, his teeth a flash of brilliant
white.

‘Come.
I’ve got something to show you.’

She followed him,
her eyes sliding over the array of shiny flotsam arranged in no
particular order.

‘And I
thought Scientists were creatures of order,’ she
thought.

She jumped as he
replied to her thoughts.

‘I
know what you’re thinking. We haven’t got to those items as yet.
Our scavengers bring them in faster than we can categorise. You
used to lend us a hand with that. What happened? Someone made you
change your mind?’

The answer to
that question was yes, but she didn’t want to admit it. She was
still mulling things through. Instead, she gave a reply that was
not an explanation at all.

‘I’ve
been training for my sending out.’

‘Ah,
yes, how time flies,’ came the non-committal response.

She couldn’t fool
him. Not now, not ever, but she no longer cared. Her childhood was
behind her.

‘You
possess the intellect to hone the skills necessary to take over
from me, Dominique. I understand the Rangers’ narrow and backward
stance along with their supporters, but returning to when we wore
skins is not the answer.’

He coughed
softly. A deep, phlegmy cough then continued.

‘You
know that as well as I do. The evidence is all around us. Diseases
we have the means to control and, daresay, eliminate are ravaging
what’s left of us. And look at how hypocritical we are! The robots
we make here mostly do the farming we claim to be harmless to the
land. We have clean energy at our command. Why not use
it?’

She noted a small
figure with a hunched back and twisted features crouched over a
small laptop on the floor in a far corner. He knelt as still as the
shadow of a lightning-blasted tree - every bit of concentration
pouring into a hologram of the inner workings of some long-dead
machine emanating from the computer.

‘What
about Wang? He understands far more than I could ever
learn.’

Omar chuckled,
trying his best to stifle down another cough.

‘Wang
is a genius. There is very little that he cannot fix. However,
outside of electronic tech and machinery, he remains a child, and
an idiot one at that.’

‘That’s not very kind, uncle. And where is this mysterious
thing you wanted to show me?’

The older man
gave a non-committal shrug of his shoulders.

‘Come,
it’s over here. Follow me.’

Her uncle was a
good man, but he carried his character’s cracks plain for all to
see. He lacked empathy and seemed to consider the feelings of
others as unimportant. However, most of all, he was arrogant. He
believed that knowledge and the possession of it set him over
others. He, above all, should know better and behave better. All
the warnings lay in the memories of those machines he so coveted.
Like him, men in the past ignored the signs in front of their
noses. Half the habitable world transformed into desert, major
coastal cities swamped and submerged, tornadoes haunting the
ravaged coasts like lost demented demons. Still, they persevered on
the path to perdition, dragging everyone else down with them. This
opinion belonged firmly to Auntie Sylvia. The two were like chalk
and cheese, and they revelled in putting on a show of despising
each other without apparent shame.

‘What
do you think that is?’

He stopped by and
looked down on a pyramid-shaped, shimmering machine with slots in
its sides and a worn, perished plastic tubing protruding from it
like a forgotten proboscis.

‘My
guess would be a portable condenser of some kind,’ she replied
without thinking too deeply about her answer.

His gaze fell on
her quickly, piercing, examining her as if he wanted to see inside
her head.

‘Wasted!’ he muttered. Then lifting his voice, he said. ‘Spot
on! It’s a machine to convert moisture from the air into clean
drinking water – similar to our hydro panels. They manufactured
their skins from specialised solar cells that converted energy from
light. It does not need the sun’s direct rays. It’s hard to find
them these days, but something like this is what we need exactly.
See how light and portable it is? Wang and I will try to get it up
and running again. Was that a lucky guess, or have you seen one
before? Maybe from a computer’s memory bank?

‘No.
Merely a lucky guess.’

‘We
need you here with us, Dominique. Your talents will lie dormant and
wasted, with you running around in the wilderness like a
lunatic.’

‘We’ve
been all over that old road before, uncle. We’ve given technology
more than its fair share of chances. Bright shiny cities and a
longing to travel the universe are not the way when we hang on to
existence by our fingertips. It’s time to do what we should have
done from the beginning. Give back to the earth and let life be our
goal, not just our selfish appetites for a change.’

‘Your
blinkered attitude had a name for it once ago – religion. They have
filled you with faith and hope without substance. Ah, well. I can
see there is no convincing you. However, I have a favour to ask
when you are ready to go.’

She regarded him
expectantly, but he remained silent.

‘Well?
What is this favour, uncle?’

‘When
you are ready to leave us, I will come to you.’

‘Whatever. Very mysterious, uncle.’

He grinned and
walked off.

‘What
about that message of yours?’

‘Oh,
yes. I almost forgot. I’ve got a question for you first,
though.’

He glanced at her
and waited. Always more than happy to be a teacher.

‘Why
must we mask or veil ourselves before going outside?’

‘The
answer to that is proof of how ignorant we have become. During the
second great pandemic of 2020 to 2022, wearing mouth and nose masks
received mandates from the governments of the time to mitigate the
virus’s spread among the numerously concentrated citizens. Well, as
you know from the history I’ve taught you, pandemics became almost
seasonal from then onwards, wreaking havoc among the world’s
populations, especially within the countries that later became a
part of the uninhabitable zone. The wearing of masks evolved from
science to tradition, and I daresay, a religious practice. Action
without content is the modus operandum. It’s all there for the
learning on our computers that your community would so love to
destroy.’

‘No
one has ever suggested destroying computers, uncle. And we are so
busy trying to stay alive that we can’t all devote precious time
and effort in trolling through the mistakes of an era confined to
history’s waste bin.’

‘True,
but they would prefer we leave them to crumble back into
dust.’

‘You
are part of our community, uncle. No one else speaks of separatism
but you,’ she replied, smiling.

‘As
always, you see right to the heart of things, Dominique. It’s no
excuse, but sometimes I feel I’m the last guard left standing -
fighting at the gate of a once gleaming palace now lying empty and
dead.’

‘So
melodramatic, uncle! Are you sure you’re not a theatre master
instead of a scientist?’ she laughed, but she felt his loneliness
and sadness inside.

‘You
may be right,’ he said, coughing again. ‘But don’t let them pull
the mask up over your eyes in addition to your nose and
mouth.’

‘Don’t
worry, uncle. I won’t. I have been lucky to have you as my teacher.
You have taught me to value my sight.’

Despite all, she
could tell that he was pleased.

‘So
what about that message of yours?’

‘Oh,
yes. Auntie Sylvia wants to know if you’ve fixed her mixer
yet.’

‘For
heaven’s sake! Is that the message? Will that woman ever stop
trying to bait me? Yes, yes, it’s all ready. You can take it to her
if only to keep her out of my hair for three minutes.
I…’

He cut off
whatever he was about to add when he saw the laughter in her
eyes.

‘That’s not the message, is it?’

‘No,
uncle. Not really, but she does want her mixer - it helps her with
the magic potions. The two of you would make a good couple. It’s
obvious how much you love each other.’

‘I’d
rather marry a gardening robot,’ he muttered darkly.

‘That’s what she said exactly. You would make a night soil
robot, a wonderful husband. Those were her words.’

He grumbled
something else, which she didn’t quite catch.

‘Anyway, she asks if you can attend the next council meeting
tomorrow evening. Your input and point of view are invaluable for
the community to have a balanced policy.’

‘Balanced policy, my ar… Ah-hem. You can tell her I’ll try my
best for all the good it does.’

She grinned
broadly at him.

‘Okay,
unc. See you tomorrow evening then.’

As she strolled
out, she passed Wang’s unmoving figure and said.

‘Ciao,
Wang.’

He glanced up but
returned to whatever was engrossing him, not even nodding in
greeting. Wang was Wang, and she was not offended by his absence of
social niceties. They had grown up together, and she knew him
well.

‘Stop!
Don’t forget the witch’s mixer.’

She watched the
grey-haired Scientist rushing over the cluttered floor towards her,
a package held tightly in his hands, neatly wrapped.

She smiled again,
for wrapping the mixer had changed the intention into a gift rather
than a simple service.

‘Are
you sure you wouldn’t rather hand it to her in person tomorrow,
uncle?’

‘Stop
with your facetiousness, child. I merely want to remove her
burdensome weight on my aching back.’

‘As
you wish, uncle,’ she grinned again at him and walked out of the
flaking building.

As Uncle Omar
dismissively referred to them, it didn’t take long for her to
descend the steep track and return to the community of bottom
scroungers. The people were returning from the fields for lunch and
a siesta before going out again, large brimmed hats and white
reflective ponchos covering them from the sun’s rays. Exposure to
this potent element for long periods was inadvisable. She waved to
a few, who acknowledged her greeting with a playful grimace. They
had chosen her as Aunt Sylvia’s assistant, and that role exempted
her from labour in the fields. They all envied her for what they
perceived to be a unique role, but they did not hold resentment.
Everyone had a part to play, and they were all once Rangers. With
pride, their small community would soon send out a young one to
join their exalted ranks. They were the gardeners of the planet,
but only the strong could fulfil that position. If she survived,
she would return one day to the community. They would be dead, but
hopefully, the community would not.

Retracing her
steps up to the levelled platform where the large plane fuselage
lay securely tucked into the tree-covered slope behind it, she
noticed the solar sunflower unfolded. Its obsidian scales glittered
as it tracked its celestial generator’s arc across the sky. Aunt
Sylvia was hard at work, doing something that needed ancient power.
Nearly everything that humanity created, now and in the past, was a
two-edged sword.

‘Back
so soon, girl?’

‘Yes,
auntie. Your admirer wanted you to have this gift as soon as
possible with love and kisses,’ she replied, handing over the
wrapped parcel.

‘Idle,
child!’ muttered her aunt.

However, the
handsome grey-haired woman immediately stopped grinding her herbs
in a stone pot and, straightening her spine with a grunt, snatched
the package, ripping away at the wrappings with arthritic
fingers.

‘Finally, the lazy good for nothing!’ she grumbled. ‘My back
can’t take much more of this bending and pounding.’

The watching girl
smiled mischievously but held her tongue.

‘Yes,
yes, these gadgets do have their uses. It’s not just about the
tool, but how you use it and the consequences of relying on it
above all else.’

The illuminated
screen at her side bore out the truth of her words, displaying a
series of chemical formulas.

Frowning,
Dominique lent over to study them.

‘These
are all poisons, Auntie. What are you up to now?’

‘At
least you’ve been listening to what I’ve been trying to teach you,’
muttered the older woman. ‘Should be staying with me here rather
than running off on what you think is a romantic adventure. Walking
from morning to night gets monotonous after a year or two, child. A
waste of your time and abilities.’

The girl rolled
her deep brown eyes. She was fast approaching her eighteen
birthday, so no one could deny she was now a young woman free to
choose her path to destiny.

‘It’s
surprising how you and Uncle Omar think so much alike. Nobody would
believe that you didn’t like each other.’

‘He
has his uses, dear,’ came the grudging response. ‘Maybe you can
explain it to me. I can’t understand why you bothered to apprentice
yourself to his outdated affiliation to his dangerous philosophy.
You need knowledge about living organisms, not dead technology and
the failed utopia it keeps promising. This path forward is our
future and mother earth’s place for us. And, by the way, poisons
can also be beneficial cures. Inversely what’s bad for the goose
can be good for the gander.’

Dominique
remained silent and did not attempt to correct her aunt’s twisting
of an ancient saying. She had a quick tongue but knew when it was
best to bite down on it. According to their innate abilities, every
community’s custom was to educate their young ones along the lines
of technology and the natural sciences. She was the only young one
in her little community for the last twenty years, so naturally,
they decided to give her two teachers. It wasn’t her fault that her
mentors were continually at loggerheads with each other or wanted
her exclusively for themselves. In the end, the Rangers would have
her. Whatever they did or said, this direction was hers to
choose.

‘Child, would you read off the last formula on the list for me?
My eyes aren’t….’

A loud claxon
caterwauled urgently into the spaces around them and drowned out
her aunt’s last words. The tiny hairs at the back of Dominique’s
neck rose in alarm, for they only used this type of warning when
there was an utmost emergency. The two women’s eyes captured each
other’s gaze quickly and anxiously. Then they rushed for the
doorway.

Darkness covered
the sky, and smoke was everywhere, but what caught their attention
most was a tall, long-legged man galloping down the main road like
a demented wild horse.

The Rangers were
here at last, but unfortunately, they brought a raging forest fire
blazing on their tails.
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II

 


 


There was no
moisture in the soil, as all of it seemed to hang oppressively in
the air. The long-limbed man, clad in a worn, loose-fitting pair of
green trousers and a white shirt made of waxy material, felt as if
the cloying humidity was drowning him. His shirt stuck
uncomfortably to his skin despite the adapted material, soaked with
sweat. He smelt terrible but had very little say on the matter.
This reality they all shared. Staying clean was not an alternative
available to them. He rubbed the dry, black dirt between his
fingers, studying it as it fell back to the earth. Even these
great, majestic trees towering around him could not last much
longer without rain. He yearned for its coming, the soft wetness,
but he felt a twinge of fear simultaneously, for such a nostalgic
memory was merely wishful thinking. The heavens rarely released its
life-sustaining blessings, but it took many living things down in
the resulting deluge when it did fall. He put his fingers to his
nose and inhaled deeply. Closing his eyes, he pulled the loamy
scent through his nostrils and into his brain, feeding the thoughts
sheltering in his mind. He was a member of the Earth Keepers, and
they devoted their lives to rediscovering the long path back into
the bosom of Mother Nature. Harmony is a gift when lost, is almost
impossible to regain.

Life was
disharmony in balance, and it took many years and generations to
know your place in the larger pattern. There is so much for us to
relearn. While we are attempting this, nature is busily changing
the rules. We were in a deadly race, but we had to slow down to a
walk to win it. Running will get us nowhere fast. Humanity lay
intertwined within this living network like the fungus tendrils
connecting the trees, but we had forgotten that and had convinced
ourselves that we were gods. Hubris was our downfall, but we hope
to find ourselves again as we tumble in freefall. Fundamental
knowledge lies in the land’s wisdom and all the living things that
dwell in its embrace, not in those memory keys many communities
treasure so dearly. It wasn’t yet too late for us. We could still
learn how to live again.

‘Yanny, will you stop squatting there like an old dreamer on
his last legs? We’ve got to keep moving.’

With a small
smile, he pushed himself to his feet with the aid of a nearby tree,
caressing its rough bark with his calloused fingers as he did
so.

In every band,
there was always one smart-arse. If Yanny didn’t know better, he
might suspect that some invisible hand had designed it so. Dancing
Snow Flake was the joker and his nemesis in his crew of ten. She
never failed to remind him that her ancestral people originally
protected the wisdom they were now continuously searching for.
Well, they were all one folk finally, the few of them that
remained. ‘What kind of name was Dancing Snow Flake anyway?’ he
asked himself. None had seen snow - not even the community's oldest
elder.

‘This
was once a cold land,’ she had told him one night as they smoked
herbs to keep them going. ‘A land covered under piles of virgin
snow.’

He didn’t know
the truth of Dancing Snow Flake’s words, but it made him dream,
which was the only way to travel back through time. It gave him
roots or something similar. Connecting to one’s ancestors was
important, especially to him.

He loved her the
same way he loved them all, perhaps more. That last thought
troubled him more than he was comfortable admitting. Still, there
it was. They had elected him the decision-maker after their first
week together. Why? They had laughed and replied that he was a bit
slow, but his thinking ran deep like old roots. He would be the dam
to their fast-flowing ideas. He had still not fully figured that
one out yet, but they seemed to work smoothly together as a group
serving the land. So, maybe they were right.

Picking up his
rucksack, he slung it over his shoulders and signalled for the
strung-out band to move on. In that bag was all that he could call
his. It held the essentials for life in the outdoors, which was all
he knew. The never-ending forest provided for all he needed; if it
didn’t, there was his rucksack.

They slid like
shadows among the trees despite the hanging vines and troublesome,
entangling undergrowth. Yanny was proud of them. They had come a
long way from when they started – awkward, clumsy, and afraid of
the green vastness. To this mysterious expanse, they had to pledge
their lives. Their sole purpose was to convince their mother not to
unstitch their threads from life’s pattern – to give humanity a
second chance. Their fate lay balancing on a knife’s edge, but
surrendering was not an option. If humanity’s survival depended
upon wholesale devotion, they would be willing to be acolytes at
nature’s altar.

They had all been
gangling, opinionated youngsters when apprenticeship had called
them to an ageing band of hardbitten but tired Rangers approaching
the end of their tenures. Since then, and he had lost track of the
years, they had only encountered three other communities, dropping
off some of the older members into retirement each time. The
original group of novices was now seasoned earth carers who were
continuously on the move and committed to service. He had no desire
to return to his birthplace, not yet anyway. To him, it was more
than a place of incubation, as his earth friends considered it.
When he grew too old to continue this life, he would return to pass
on his experiences. But not yet. His worth stood measured out here
among the trees that sheltered the species remaining after
humanity’s near extermination of their kind.

‘What
sort of birthname is Yanny anyway?’

‘Eh!?’
he responded, glancing across at Dancing Snow Flake with a startled
and somewhat confused expression. He felt she had been rummaging
inside his head, looking for mischief.

‘I’ve
wanted to ask you for some time now. What does Yanny
mean?’

‘I, I
think it means, John,’ he stuttered, then grinned
broadly.

‘Ah, I
see. Now it makes sense,’ Dancing Snow Flake responded, shaking her
head in mock despair. ‘And stop what you’re doing with your face.
It makes you look like a simpleton.’

He shrugged his
muscled shoulders and walked on in surrender, ducking swiftly under
a low branch. Then a faint trace of something frightening tickled
his senses.

Dropping quickly
to his knees, he pulled his rucksack from his back and delved
inside it with frantic fingers, ignoring his teammates' quizzical
expressions. Finding what he was looking for, he yanked out a
creased, waterproof survey map. The old ways served best out here.
Electronic tablets soon became dysfunctional in the exposed
conditions of the wilds.

‘What’s going on, Yanny?’ asked Dancing Snow Flake, concern
lingering in her voice. Then she, too, detected the warning in the
air. Her curiosity changed to alarm in a flash.

The rest
hurriedly gathered around their elected leader, trusting in
whatever instinct guided his sudden actions.

Yanny jabbed at a
point on the spread map with a rigid finger.

‘This
is the last community we’ve been to a few months ago, and we’ve
been roughly travelling south ever since.’

They all nodded
unconsciously to his words.

‘There
is another small community here marked as a rocky outcrop. One of
my uncles told me about it. He was born there some seventy years
ago.’

‘We’ll
need to get there fast, Yanny. Whatever little breeze there is
seems to be blowing our way,’ said Dancing Snow Flake.

‘Will
we find cover there?’ asked a thin, gawky Ranger.

‘We’ll
need to do much more than that, Brek. To my knowledge, we haven’t
done control burns in this area for two decades. That’s why they
sent us here in the first place. If this community has been doing
its job, there is the most promising place to establish a
break.’

‘Lots
of ifs in your plan, Yanny. We have no idea how big that bugger
behind us is. We’d better get going, or nothing much will remain
between here and the Great Dry Lakes. The gods of the Burn will
love that,’ commented Dancing Snow Flake.

She gazed up at
the colossal tree she was leaning on and whispered, placing her
hands on its trunk’s enormous girth.

‘We
won’t be able to save you, old girl, but we’ll die trying for the
lives of your sisters. I promise. I know you’re frightened, but
you’ve lived through infernos long before our kind began
interfering or were even here. Your children will live on, and,
with luck, so will you.’

The smell of wood
smoke was now carrying clear to all of them.

‘Let’s
go,’ said Yanny, setting off at a loping run.

They were all
lean and fit. A lifetime of living in the open and on the move had
seen to that. However, within an hour, the companions were gasping
desperately, the pervasive heat making it impossible for their
bodies to cool down no matter how profusely they sweated. Their
teachers instilled the urgency of a forward-looking plan and steady
purpose from childhood. To rush around is a sure path to an early
death. This reasoning had deadly practicality behind it. They
inhabited a shrunken globe where the outside temperature nearly
matched their bodies’ internal measures most of the time. The veil
between the living and the dead depended on keeping an eye on that
balance. The curtain had already torn in that vast stretch of
sterilised sand, rocks, and dust that was the Burn. It would take
all the efforts and cooperation of humanity’s remnants to keep this
advance of lifelessness at bay. The rewilded territories were
crucial in the struggle for that. Even if they managed to put
behind them their ancient differences that still plagued the
present, the outcome stood far from certain. The possibility of
losing more trees was not an option, even one living sapling. They
persisted as a species in a fragile land where, as the old saying
proclaims, ‘their chickens had come home to roost.’ They needed all
the advantages they could get.

‘Yanny!’ panted Dancing Snow Flake, her face plastered with
sweat and red as a berry. ‘We can’t go on like this for much
longer.’

A quick look at
the others confirmed that she was faring much better than they
were. Yanny remained strong but knew from many early trials that he
dealt better with the insufferable heat than his comrades for some
unknown reason.

‘The
rest of you stay together,’ he ordered in a calm, firm voice. ‘Try
and gauge how fast the fire is advancing and how far it extends.
I’ll go ahead to warn the community and get them working. Good
luck, brothers.’

Then he was
gone.

‘Sister, you daft bugger. I’m not your goddamn brother,’
muttered Dancing Snow Flake.

With Yanny’s
departure, her responsibility was now to keep the band moving. She
knew more than many how easy it was to sit down and give up. She
had an indomitable spirit, and they all admired her for it, but
unfortunately, it made her more sensitive to defeatism.

A blue haze of
smoke was wafting about them, making it even more difficult to
breathe, and Brek, the weakest of the bunch, began to
cough.

‘Shield your nose and mouth. This smoke will sap our breath
faster than a foul fart!’ instructed Dancing Snow Flake, wrapping
her face in a loose cloth designed for that very
purpose.

The others
quickly followed her timely example.

They kept a
steady but relentless pace, trying not to let anxiety overcome them
in their fatigued state. A roaring, whooshing sound interspersed
with loud cracks and pops dogged their steps, and they felt hunted
by the element that held a profound terror for all Rangers –
Wildfire. It took all their concentration and discipline to stop
them from breaking into a suicidal run. That temptation was the
surest path to a horrible end. Their only hope was to stay ahead of
the malevolent presence looming at their backs and pray that the
wind stayed elsewhere today. However, the deadly reality was that
it would generate its own particular weather as the fire grew. When
that happened, their only choice would be one last short dash to
escape and hope the cast die would come up sixes for
them.

Luck of a sort
stayed on their side, and they finally emerged on a scrub-covered
smoke-filled bluff. On their left, a large rocky hill reared up out
of the forest, and below them, in a low valley, figures were moving
along in an orderly fashion, setting fire to the brush. They
instantly recognised a tall man among them with an athletic-looking
girl working alongside him. Dotted around them were agricultural
robots, which lay also programmed to create firebreaks, scouring
the vegetation down to bare earth. They could do as much as five
men in a given time and, more importantly, continue working under
the raw hot sun without tree shelter. Without these sophisticated
machines, life in this world where its inhabitants struggled with a
new mindset would have become nearly impossible.

‘Looks
as if Yanny has everything under control,’ said Brek, sounding
relieved.

‘Not
much to control by the look of things,’ responded Dancing Snow
Flake, pulling a broad hat over her head and frowning down at her
team leader. ‘This community might be small, but they haven’t
forsaken their oath. They’ve kept their defences in good
order.’

Their
observations broke off as a fire devil suddenly and violently
lashed free. It raced erratically in a swirling madness across the
tree line behind them, consuming anything combustible in its path,
even the air itself. Feeling the blast of heat from its wild
energy, Dancing Snow Flake gestured to her comrades and
said.

‘Let’s
get down from here and lend a hand before we’re roasted
alive.’
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Aunt Sylvia
stepped forward and shouted at the now trotting man, standing
squarely in view.

‘I
hope you haven’t come alone, Ranger-man! Whenever I see one of your
kind, trouble is not far behind.’

The Ranger
stopped and looked up at them. Despite his exertions, his breathing
was deep and controlled. Dominique had never seen such a beautiful
man. His skin was smooth, without a wrinkle or blemish showing on
the surface of his handsome, noble face. He grinned, and his teeth
were perfect, white and gleaming. He exuded an air of gentleness
and calm, standing there with the red glow of a forest fire
silhouetted behind him and the community running around in
purposeful pandemonium. His sculpted head, shaved clean of hair,
glistened with a sheen of sweat, but other than that, he appeared
untroubled. His voice was as rich as honey and carried up to them
with a soothing resonance when he spoke. She noticed from the
corner of her eye that even her hard-bitten aunt stood captured and
impressed by this unusual and fascinating Ranger.

‘Others are coming but not enough to make a difference. We need
everyone here to pitch in.’

‘We’ve
been doing that long before you found your wet nurse’s tits, young
man!’ replied Aunt Sylvia scornfully.

The Ranger
flashed another disarming grin at them and loped back the way he
had come without bothering to reply to Aunt Sylvia’s
jibe.

‘Get
after him, Dominique, and keep an eye on him. I can’t let the
handsome get it in his head that he is running things here. Young
men are all the same, especially the pretty ones. And don’t let
that smile of his steal away your common sense, you hear me,
girl?’

When she finally
caught up with the fast-moving Ranger, who was now smoothly
directing five of her uncles and aunts on where to place their
burning brands best, so they did not set alight the community by
mistake. They knew how to do this chore well, but the Ranger’s easy
command led them to follow his instructions without
question.

Teaching Granny
how to suck eggs is how Auntie Sylvia would have described
it.

Dominique found
herself staring at him against her better judgement. He had the
darkest skin she had ever seen, making Uncle Omar seem pale in
comparison.

Her presence must
have set off an internal alarm inside his head, for his unhurried
gaze fell on her, seemingly studying her for her worth and not at
all put off by her belligerent scowl.

‘You’re just in time,’ he said as if they were old
acquaintances. ‘Would you fill me in on the layout and resources of
your community? That fire is big, and we have to stop it here. Your
local knowledge is essential for that.’

She frowned
deeper, but he had already turned and strode off. He followed the
old scar of the fire break long since, covered with new vegetation.
This danger made Dominique nervous, and she suppressed the urge to
apologise. Why should she, anyway?

She trotted after
his long-legged stride, kicking herself mentally for doing so. She
didn’t like it when people took it for granted that she would do
what they wanted her to do.

‘We
know what to do when there is a fire,’ she discovered herself
saying. ‘The agro-robots will soon be here to peel back the break
and extend it.’

‘Good
job,’ he replied in his rumbling voice. ‘They’re already here.
You’ve prepared enough to save your community, but I’m worried your
efforts are not enough to stop the fire from circling. How far does
that rocky hill extend?’

‘It
goes on for miles in a westerly direction.’

‘That’s good. We only have to worry about East
then.’

‘The
break carries on until a river gorge. It’s dried up now and only
runs heavy when the rains come, but it’s wide and clear – just
rocks and gravel.’

‘Ah!
Whoever chose this place for your community knew what they were
doing, yes?’

‘Yes,
we do,’ answered Dominique, to which the Ranger flashed his grin
charming again.

‘I
guess you’ve grown accustomed to that smile of yours getting you
whatever you want. I’ll tell you now. It won’t work here. We prefer
substance to show.’

To her surprise,
he seemed puzzled by what she said, but suddenly his chiselled head
swivelled away as something else caught his attention. She followed
his gaze.

High up on the
ridge where the forest canopy ended, a group of strangers raced
ahead of an inferno.

‘Your
people?’ she asked.

He nodded, his
eyes remaining fixed on his band’s progress. Rangers were
notoriously close-knit and loyal to their group. Suddenly, it
dawned on her that this band might soon become hers if they stayed
long enough to swear her in. Despite herself, she felt a thrill of
excitement.

It didn’t take
long for the group of three women and six men to reach them. They
all had a similar way of walking. It was more like floating over
the ground.

As they drew up,
they formed a semi-circle around the tall Ranger standing as still
as a deep-rooted tree next to Dominique.

‘Having fun, big man?’ asked an attractive woman with jet-black
braided hair and colourful feathers from some extinct bird tied
securely to the ends. Her face was as pale as a bedsheet, and her
no-nonsense eyes betrayed a look of possessiveness as they regarded
the Ranger.

Dominique stole a
glance from one to the other. She had the knack of seeing things
others couldn’t, and something here needed noting. The key to
getting on with a group is knowing the subtle nuances that hold
them together – an invisible glue. Auntie Sylvia stood firm by this
assertion and was always invariably correct.

The tall Ranger
met the woman’s eyes with his veiled but didn’t answer her
question.

‘Split
into twos and spread yourself among these people. Help them but
remember to learn as much as you can.’

Without
hesitation, the group paired off, leaving the pale-faced woman as
the odd one out. She didn’t move but stood there studying the
Ranger.

‘This
is Ranger Dancing Snow Flake. She is my second. I’m sorry, but I
didn’t catch your name?’ he said, turning to Dominique.

‘That’s because I didn’t throw it at you, Ranger man. I’m
called Dominique and only answer to that. Dom is not for
me.’

The woman called
Dancing Snow Flake, an odd name in a changing world,
chuckled.

‘Good
to know you, Dominique. What next, big man?’

Before he could
answer, soft footfalls through long grass alerted them of someone’s
approach. It was the strange sight of Omar and Sylvia walking
together. Dominique repressed a smile.

‘You
see, Ranger, we’ve got this conflagration you brought under
control,’ announced Aunt Sylvia. ‘We know well how to deal with
undisciplined youngsters not long out of their nappies.’

‘I
commend you and your community for vigilance and preparedness,’
replied the Ranger diplomatically. ‘I’m afraid we didn’t bring you
this unwelcomed dinner guest. It followed us here and would have
overtaken us if we had not stumbled upon your timely appearing
enclave. My thanks for your sanctuary.’

‘Well
said, Ranger,’ interjected Uncle Omar before Aunt Sylvia’s opened
mouth could shoot more barbs. ‘You are most welcome among us. It’s
been some time since we’ve seen those who serve. May I ask your
name?’

‘My
name is Tonk Dinka, but I’m known as Yanny to my brethren here in
my company. I believe they think it funny without offending. I
answer to it if it is meant that way.’

The two community
elders paused to study the stately Ranger. Surprisingly, so too did
his second, Dancing Snow Flake, a quizzical look in her eyes. Then
the two elders nodded in mutual respect for his strong
words.

Uncle Omar was
the first to recover.

‘My
name is Omar, and this lady is Sylvia. We do not use any other
names here.’

‘I see
you,’ replied the Ranger in greeting, bowing slightly. ‘Are you the
leaders of this community?’

Aunt Sylvia spoke
up.

‘We
are the elected coordinators of the council of elders. We serve as
their voice.’

Of course, the
council of elders meant nearly everyone in the community barring
Dominique and Wang.

Aunt Sylvia
continued.

‘When
this little escaped campfire of yours has blown itself out, we
invite you to attend our general meeting. We have lots to discuss,
including sending out one of our members.’

‘Two,
actually,’ Omar clarified.

Aunt Sylvia and
Dominique tried unsuccessfully to hide their surprise, and the
observant Rangers glanced curiously from one to the other,
withholding any comment.

‘We
will be honoured to attend,’ responded Yanny.

‘Excellent, Ranger Dinka,’ said Aunt Sylvia. ‘Dominique, see to
it that we give them what they need. Until later,
Rangers.’

A furious
whispering emanated from them as they turned away, filling an
intense bubble around them.
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The Rangers
didn’t need much and, as such, didn’t ask for much. They settled
under an old Acacia tree’s ample shade on the opposite side of the
valley to the burnt forest. The smell of smoking wood and ash was
never comforting, especially among Rangers. There, in the
relatively cool shadow, they laid the items from their backpacks
out on the grass in neat rows. They were a very self-contained and
private group, although not unfriendly. They just seemed accustomed
and relaxed with their own company. When Dominique offered them one
of the guest houses, they shied away nervously as if she had
suggested they move into prison and politely but firmly
refused.

The organised and
efficient rangers seemed overly concerned with the contents of
their backpacks and even seemed to guard them jealously from her
curious eyes. The clear leader, Ranger Dinka, fished out two broken
drones, tiny folded, delicate-looking mechanisms that seemed like
toys but were far from that. They were sophisticated, cutting-edge
technology from the last days of city empires. The Rangers called
them hawks, named after the now-extinct species of fierce birds of
prey that once roamed the skies. They were their eyes to see what
lay all around them. These flying machines were an integral
component in their scouting arsenal. Without them, their
decision-making was incomplete.

‘Do
you have anyone who can repair these for us?’ asked Ranger Dinka,
holding them out to Dominique as if they were injured
pets.

She needed this
opportunity to show them just how useful she could be.

‘I’ll
fix them myself,’ she replied with confidence brimming in her
voice.

All eyes lay
immediately riveted on her as if she had just announced her
intention to bathe in drinking water.

‘Ah,’
said Ranger Dinka. ‘I thought you were the one earmarked to
apprentice with us. Are you a Technic, then? It seems as if we’ve
grasped the wrong end of the stick.’

‘I’m
both,’ answered Dominique, enjoying the Ranger’s baffled glances.
Already she was unusual in their eyes. Dominique hoped this was a
good thing and not something that would put them off her before
starting her journey. Uncle Omar always said everything in life is
a gamble, but she didn’t want to appear, as the old saying goes, a
jack of all trades and a master of none.

The Rangers were
also famous and, in some corners, infamous for their pure way of
thinking. For them, anything that harmed nature in any way stood
forbidden. Therefore, their relationship with technology and, by
extension, Technics was a delicate balancing act and, in some
cases, ambivalent. She wanted to impress, not muddy, already
unclear waters.

If Dominique was
anything, she was bold.

‘Is
this a problem for you?’ she asked the dark Ranger, looking him
directly in his eyes.

His reply was
calm and measured in keeping with his personality.

‘Everything in this world is connected even when chaos reigns.
Without this connection, there is no harmony. How you fit into this
pattern is all that is important to us – it is what matters. It is
life itself.’

‘Bloody hell!’ thought Dominique. ‘Uncle Omar had it right. The
Rangers were high priests of an earth religion.’

Not wanting to
show discourtesy, she bit her lip and nodded an understanding of
sorts, if not total agreement. Auntie Sylvia had cautioned her that
you had to treat righteous converts in a particular way, and
confrontation would always be problematic – ‘It will only get their
backs up, dear.’ The funny thing about all this was that she
similarly referred to Uncle Omar and his small sect of Technic
disciples.

She could have
easily given the dysfunctional mini-drones to either Uncle Omar or
Wang to fix, but she was stubborn and wanted this victory
personally. However, she still needed to get back up the hill to
the workshop. There was the only place where she might find the
necessary spare parts to reassemble a working drone.

On her way up,
her mind began to turn over the surprise that Uncle Omar had sprung
on them earlier while talking to the Rangers. In their little
colony, she and Wang were the only two youngsters of the right age.
Therefore, when he stated that he wanted two candidates inducted
into the Ranger’s ranks, he could have only been referring to Wang
and herself. Wang was a Technic through and through, and not only
that. He was autistic. He had no interest in anything else and
never bothered to attempt the arduous training required to be a
Ranger. What could Uncle Omar be thinking? She guessed that this
was the unspoken favour he had mentioned. Evidently, he had been
mulling over this outcome for some time now. It would be
interesting to see how he intended to convince the Rangers of
Wang’s candidature. The last thing they would willingly accept was
a liability. She was not entirely confident they would take her,
especially now that she had revealed she was tech trained. She had
already grasped this disadvantage and was perhaps making it an
advantage – a two-edged sword. Her ability to repair the drones was
the first hurdle.

When she walked
through the open door obscured by the dead colossal
carbon-extraction machine, she found only Uncle Omar instructing a
few of his aged apprentices. When the inevitable time came to
resettle in a community, even ex-rangers had to carve out a new and
valuable niche. She waved ‘hello’ to them and searched for units
compatible with the mini drones’ electronics. After about an hour,
she sat down to examine the machines. Their capabilities were
impressive. They continuously charged their power cells when in
flight and, in theory, could fly indefinitely. They could also
store ten hours’ worth of energy to whiz on through the darkest
nights. Their sensors could detect a sound up to four miles away
and see with clarity ten miles or more in the distance through
light-sensitive cells that acted the same as a human’s vision but
much more acute and adjustable – night vision was also a function.
They had onboard computers that enabled them to interpret what they
detected and feed that information back to their handler in several
forms directly into the eyes. Guiding them was unnecessary as they
operated as the operator’s extension and reacted to instructions in
live time. It was almost identical to the virtual reality once used
for training and entertainment, except the imagery was natural and
not computer-generated. While learning with Uncle Omar, she had
studied them closely, or at least their design specifications, as
she knew they were an essential tool for the Rangers.

She had become so
engrossed with her study that she failed to notice the gaggle of
observers craning their necks over her shoulders, avidly following
her every move.

‘Fantastic!’ she thought. ‘That’s all I need. An audience of
fans, or was it vultures.’

Still, she was
pleased, as not even Uncle Omar had her finesse with intricate
technology. Only Wang could do better, but he was nowhere in sight.
He was probably hiding from the prospect of wandering off into the
forests for months and months without his precious workshop to
protect him. She couldn’t blame him. Uncle Omar’s scheming had a
lot for which to answer.

In the end, her
labour, which had been turned into an instruction class by Uncle
Omar, was beneficial. She
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