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        Twenty Years Prior

      

      

      Mother Nature can be a vindictive bitch when men attempt to play God. Of all the weapons at her disposal, to punish them for their impertinence, she chose two of the most mundane to execute her bidding: a leaky valve and a summer breeze. 

      This scathing act occurred on a salt flat in the Nevada desert known as Groom Lake or, and more popularly, to the locals and the millions of conspiracy theorists around the world — Area 51.

      In this desolate place, under the shroud of governmental secrecy, American scientists, busy experimenting with genetic material, inadvertently contaminated a water cistern.

      Before the internet went permanently dark, chatrooms exploded, speculating that the material in question was alien in nature. That a probe sent to Mars to retrieve samples, had returned with more than just soil. A claim of which no one ever provided definitive proof and, the end, its origin was irrelevant.

      What was relevant that bright, blustery day was a spigot inexplicably sprung a leak, allowing thousands of gallons of water to gush out over the arid wasteland. The toxic mixture evaporated under the glare of the desert sun, leaving the particles suspended in the air.

      

      Mother Nature smiled. Talk about the perfect opportunity.

      

      The gusty wind played into her hands, carrying the vapour eastward across the United States. Reminiscent of a swarm of locusts, it fanned out, cutting a swathe of annihilation in its path.

      Neither did she limit her wrath to America, exploiting the jet stream which blew the deadly cargo across the Atlantic to Europe and points beyond.

      Man, as a species, needed to pay the ultimate price.

      By the time the winds had circumvented the Earth, half the planet’s population had succumbed. No one was untouched, and those lucky enough to recover continued to endure the repercussions.

      Too numerous to be disposed of, corpses accumulated as fast as leaves in autumn, spilling into the rivers and streams, choking off and contaminating sources of fresh drinking water.

      The insidious blossoming of typhoid and cholera, precipitated a second wave of death. An atmosphere of terror pervaded every corner of the globe.

      International pharmaceutical companies vied to develop countermeasures, experimenting with exotic cocktails of antivirals and antibiotics.

      Normal rules did not apply.

      Time was of the essence and, without the luxury of being able to run the usual protracted battery of tests, the industry relied on government propaganda to persuade the survivors these miracle medicines would be their salvation.

      Regrettably, the cure turned out to be more lethal than the disease and, too late, they realised Mother Nature cannot be halted by man’s frenzied interference.

      She simply mutated her weapon.

      Adding insult to injury, the hapless victims who had placed their faith in the hands of their governments, discovered the virus, combined with the unproven antidotes, altered their DNA. So drastic was the corruption that, instead of it taking generations to evolve, the impact was immediate.

      Like a cosmic crapshoot, no one could predict how they would change.

      Some developed an increase in muscle mass, while an expanded mental capability affected others. It was hailed as a new beginning for humanity.

      The jubilation was short-lived.

      

      In a pattern repeated since the dawn of time, when differences elicit fear, civilisation reverted to type. As the genetic anomalies manifested, instead of embracing them, the remnants of humankind splintered off into societal groups.

      The strong became farmers and learnt to cultivate the land by hand, as had their ancestors. By tacit consensus and, in a bid to derive a sense of preservation, they established enclaves in what remained of the cities around the world.

      For those afflicted with an increased mental acuity, the gift… or curse… drove many insane. The ability to know everything, yet be unable to act on that knowledge, robbed them of empathy.

      They became known as the Hunters.

      Shunned by their so-called civilised counterparts, they too banded together but, chafing against the constraints imposed by society, chose a nomadic life. Viewing the existence of the cities’ inhabitants as unnecessary, they grew to despise them, becoming little more than outcasts and psychotic predators, living for the thrill of the kill.

      

      The ramifications of this interference stalked the succeeding generation.

      Babies who were not stillborn, caused the deaths of their mothers. The dread of childbirth resulted in a significant decrease of pregnancies.

      Technology, revered like the Gods of old, became another casualty. The knowledge and skill required to extract the necessary resources, to produce the innumerable so-called time saving devices and taken-for granted amenities, were lost in the aftermath.

      

      Checkmate!

      

      Mankind’s demise seemed a certainty... or had Mother Nature at last found two souls deserving of her forgiveness?
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        Rome

        New Era + 20 years

        Autumn

      

      

      Not even the mighty metropolis of Rome — historically, the religious epicentre for 1.3 billion believers of a past faith and former residence of God’s emissary on Earth — was spared the horrific cataclysm which consumed the world. 

      An ancient city, born from the blood of Remus, spilled at the hands of his brother Romulus. The heart of a civilisation for millennia. An indomitable empire, forged by death and destruction, found itself burdened by a population where the dead overwhelmed the living.

      Many fled the ravished, and now ironically dubbed, Eternal City.

      Rome teetered on the precipice of abandonment, fated to be swept onto the ash heap of history.

      Its salvation lay in the crafty hands of those who had seized control of the city at its fall.

      Citizens who opted to remain within Rome were coerced by the ruling Council to construct a twelve-meter high, brick and cinder wall, which encircled the city in place of what used to be the teeming Grande Raccordo Anulare motorway.

      The necessary materials for the project were plundered from the demolition of countless deserted buildings located too close to the proposed path of the towering fortification.

      Aware the strenuous labour required reimbursement; the authoritarian regime came up with a plan to keep as many skilled people as possible within the walls. They awarded land, and living space, in lieu of payment. A grateful workforce was a loyal workforce.

      To be fair, most agreed the soaring ramparts, complete with assorted gates — installed to control the flow of individuals in and out of Rome — offered ample protection. A conviction the self-styled ruling aristocracy capitalised on with regularity.

      That did not preclude these same elitists from sequestering themselves, their families, and their brigades of mercenary guards behind the additional security of the imposing walls of the Vatican City — once a sovereign state.

      These extra measures allowed the city’s leaders to spend less time worrying about their precarious safety, and deluded the public into believing they were culturally superior to the few other surviving pockets of population. A delusion enhanced by the vast collection of untouched art and architecture within its walls... even if barely a handful recognised their significance.

      The average citizen deemed them superfluous. They had neither the time nor the desire to view any of it. Their energies were focused on eking out a living not taking a class in art appreciation.

      Overall, their existence was fragile, at best.
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      Gabriel awoke with the sun. Gingerly, he eased from the bed so as not to wake Bianca. She had been up most of the night, suffering bouts of nausea from the pregnancy.

      Privately, the doctor had expressed his concerns to Gabriel about Bianca’s condition this late into the third trimester, but neither of the expectant parents would agree to a termination.

      Dressing for another day of harvest, he smoothed his jet-black hair with his hands. The mirror reflected the image of a man whose tanned skin testified to a life working in the oft harsh outdoors, while his soft brown eyes spoke of a kindness, rare these days.

      A subtle change in light drew his eyes to their open bedroom window. Pink and purple hues, tinged with gold, bled over the distant peaks, infusing life into the earth — a transformation he felt privileged to witness.

      With no time to linger, he took one last peek at his slumbering woman, her hair tousled about her pillow in a sooty mass, framing her face, and smiled at her gentle snores. Her ferocious denial of doing so, always made him laugh.

      He had found the raven-haired beauty with the piercing ebony eyes wandering aimlessly in his fields during a blizzard the previous season. Her tattered clothes, negligible protection against the ferocious storm.

      That anyone imagined he would turn her away was beyond him.

      Besides, she was a true blessing, throwing herself into the backbreaking manual labour undertaken by all those working in the fields. Standing alongside him as they tended the vines while struggling with the pregnancy.

      The baby.

      Gabriel’s gaze slid to the rise concealed by the blankets. He felt a twinge of shame for not quashing the naysayers when they questioned his paternity, just because Bianca fell pregnant with what some considered unseemly haste.

      The doctor did not query it, and Gabriel, who knew the child was his — unequivocally, assumed everyone else would react with similar disinterest.

      They didn’t but, instead of setting them straight, he chose to ignore the rumours and, in the early months, Bianca had borne the brunt of mean-spirited gossips. She paid no heed, saying they were jealous — the men because Gabriel had her, and the women because Bianca had won Gabriel.

      In the same vein, he never felt the need to press her for details of her life before they met. People rarely discussed their pasts; everyone had a story of pain and loss.

      It was better to live for the day and forget everything else. The future was not assured.

      Leaning down, he brushed a kiss to her head and whispered a reminder the doctor would call by later to check on her. He chuckled when she mumbled an unintelligible acknowledgment and rolled away from him.

      He would do anything for this woman.

      

      He descended the polished wooden staircase to the ground floor. Previously, the narrow building they inhabited had served as apartments for as many as thirty occupants. Now, thanks to the backbreaking efforts of his younger days on the wall, the entire premises belonged to the couple.

      It had cost Gabriel fifty percent of the next two seasons’ harvests, to repurpose each of the four floors, but he spared no expense when it came to Bianca.

      He had transformed the topmost level into sleeping quarters, which included a spacious bathroom.

      A welcoming great room occupied the entirety of the third floor, complete with ornamental fireplace. Perched below was the family’s dining room and, on the ground floor, the kitchen with its eat-in nook.

      Bianca had pleaded with Gabriel to settle closer to the centre of Rome, but he was not to be swayed. Located near the city’s northwest gate and only a short hike to his fields — the erstwhile Riserva Naturale della Marcigliana — the house was perfect for him.

      The four thousand hectares of the former reserve had been converted to farmland and divided up among those willing to cultivate it. Gabriel had bartered for multiple plots to raise both a vineyard and an apple orchard.

      The commitment required was gruelling and many floundered. Their failure benefitted Gabriel who was able to purchase additional tracts of land at a fraction of their value. These, he rotated between wheat, and feed corn for the city’s livestock.

      Aware Bianca thought him addled for choosing to set out before the dawn chorus had begun to tune up, Gabriel preferred to start his day in the cool before the sunrise. After several years of trial and error, he had worked out the optimum time to harvest the fruit was early in the morning, while it was better to gather the other crops as the day warmed.

      Gabriel dallied in the kitchen long enough to procure a loaf of bread and a jug of water, then hurried from the house.
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      Winding through the narrow streets to the gate, he nodded and flashed his identification to the guard as he left the confines of the city. Bearing in mind it was the same man on duty every morning, it seemed a ridiculous ritual.

      But, rules were rules.

      The morning sun had cleared the horizon by the time he reached his first stop. He paused to take in a breath of the fresh morning air, a daily habit which never failed to invigorate him. Proud of his hard-earned success as a farmer, Gabriel chalked it up to the sweet fragrance of his grapes.

      Hooking the strap of his basket over his shoulder, he began to harvest the fruits of his labour. He selected the plumpest grapes discarding any undesirable specimens around the stems of vines to be used as fertiliser.

      As the day progressed, it pleased Gabriel how quickly one basketful followed the next. He would have plenty of grapes to barter with the merchants in the market for whatever supplies Bianca and he might need to see them through the approaching winter.

      The sun had reached its zenith before Gabriel registered that his neighbour’s field remained unattended. Unease prickled at the back of his head. At the same moment, he heard the thud of footsteps in the fresh soil, and spun about, muscles taut, ready to defend himself.

      His potential attacker turned out to be Bianca who tried to control her laughter as she wove her way through the vineyard, carrying a basket of food for their noon meal.

      “Were you expecting the Diavolo?” she sassed.

      “No, but I was not expecting Megaera, either.” Gabriel smiled as he took her in his arms
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