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The rivers never forgot.

Long before people named them, they had carved their way through the mountains, wandered across ancient plains, and carried the stories of the earth toward the sea. They remembered every fallen tree, every great flood, every season of plenty, and every season of hunger. They remembered the footsteps of giant birds and the first waka that slipped silently across their waters beneath unfamiliar stars.

The rivers remembered.

The forests remembered too.

Towering tōtara stood where they had stood for centuries, their roots gripping the dark volcanic earth while generations were born, grew old, and returned once more to the embrace of the land. Rimu reached patiently toward the sky. Silver ferns unfolded with each passing dawn. Moss softened fallen giants, returning them slowly to the soil from which new life would one day rise.

Nothing in nature was ever truly lost.

It simply became something new.

Steam drifted gently across Rotomahana as it always had.

The Pink Terraces glowed beneath the first light of morning, their mineral pools reflecting colours too beautiful for words. The White Terraces stood quietly beside them, ancient and unchanging, as if they had watched the passing of countless generations without ever growing weary.

Birdsong greeted each sunrise.

Tūī filled the valleys with melodies that echoed between the cliffs.

Bellbirds welcomed another day.

Kererū fed heavily among the fruiting trees.

Far above them all, the great sky stretched endlessly from mountain to ocean.

To anyone looking upon Aotearoa, it would have seemed that nothing had changed.

Yet deep beneath the forests...

far beneath the lakes...

below the roots of the oldest trees...

the earth was stirring.

Not in anger.

Not in vengeance.

Simply because the earth itself was alive.

Pressure gathered where no human eyes could see.

Ancient chambers filled slowly.

Stone bent.

Water searched for pathways through darkness.

The mountain listened.

The rivers carried on.

Children still laughed beside warm streams.

Hunters followed familiar tracks beneath towering trees.

Grandmothers gathered kawakawa leaves still glistening with morning dew.

Mothers prepared food while smoke drifted lazily into the cool dawn air.

Life continued, unaware that history had already begun turning another page.

The land knew.

The birds sensed it first.

Some changed their nesting places without reason.

Longfin tuna lingered in unexpected waters.

Even the giant moa sometimes paused upon old forest tracks, lifting their great heads toward distant mountains before continuing silently on their way.

Few people noticed.

Those who did simply accepted that nature often understood things beyond human knowing.

Far to the south, where the sacred waters of Rotomahana still shimmered beneath the morning sun, a young woman followed the fading footprints of those who had taken her mother.

Every broken fern.

Every bent reed.

Every print pressed into soft earth carried the same quiet promise.

She was still alive.

Far ahead, beyond rivers yet to be crossed and forests yet to be walked, another woman paused each morning before the travelling people awoke.

She never looked back for long.

Only a single heartbeat.

Only long enough to whisper one name into the cool morning air.

"Aroha."

The breeze carried the word away before anyone else could hear it.

Mother and daughter continued walking beneath the same sky.

Separated by distance.

Bound by love.

Neither knew that above the sleeping mountain, unseen beyond the distant horizon, the first invisible breath of ash had already begun its long journey across the land.

Soon...

the rivers would remember another story.

One that would be told beside countless fires for generations yet unborn.

One that would change Aotearoa forever.
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​Chapter One: The River of Footprints
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It was easy to follow the trail at first.

The northerners had not travelled lightly.

They had passed through the forest like a moving village, bending fern, breaking moss, bruising young shoots beneath many feet. Their woven packs had brushed against leaves still wet with morning dew. Their spears had nicked bark from narrow places where the path tightened between trees. In the softer earth, their footprints overlapped one another until the ground itself seemed to remember their passing.

Ihaka led the warriors.

The morning air still carried the scent of Rotomahana behind them. Sulphur. Warm stone. Steam. Home. It clung to her cloak and hair as though the terraces themselves were reluctant to let her go.

For most of the first day, Aroha could almost pretend the world had not changed.

Birds still called from the canopy.

Tūī argued among flowering branches.

Fantails followed the travellers with cheerful curiosity.

Kererū lifted heavily from fruiting trees, wings clapping through the stillness.

The forest was alive around them.

Yet every step north reminded her why they were walking.

Her mother was somewhere ahead.

Hinewai.

Taken by Chief Taranuku and the people of Te Hekenga.

Not killed.

Not abandoned.

Taken.

Aroha held to that truth as tightly as if it were a taonga pressed against her heart.

Beside her, Hineana moved with surprising strength for one so old. Her silver hair was tied back, and a woven kete hung across one shoulder. She leaned upon her walking staff when the ground steepened, but she never complained. Her eyes missed nothing.

"Do not only look at the ground," Hineana said softly.

Aroha turned.

"The trail is on the ground."

"Some of it."

Her grandmother pointed upward with the end of her staff.

Aroha followed the gesture.

A broken twig hung above shoulder height. Far too high for a child. Too high for most adults unless they carried something large upon their back.

"A pack," Aroha said.

Hineana nodded.

"Or a spear bundle."

They continued.

Rangi and Tamati had chosen Ihaka and six experienced warriors to accompany them.

Not too many.

Not too few.

Enough to defend.

Few enough to travel quickly.

Rangi had wanted to come, but Tamati had forbidden it. Te Otukapuarangi needed him. The village needed a young leader whose eyes faced both the north and home. Aroha had seen the pain in her brother's face when the decision was made, but she had also seen him accept it.

Leadership, she was beginning to understand, was often the shape of something swallowed.

The eldest warrior among them was Wera, broad shouldered, quiet, with arms marked by old scars and hands that seemed made for holding weapons. He rarely spoke unless needed. The others were Matiu, whose sharp eyes could find a footprint on dry stone, Tahu, still carrying pride despite fear from the scout journey, Koro, who hummed old songs when nervous, Niko, a fisherman as comfortable beside rivers as hunters were beneath trees, and Paora, the youngest, eager, restless, and always looking too far ahead.

They carried food, water gourds, weapons, flax rope, dried kawakawa, smoked tuna, roasted kūmara, and small bundles of carefully wrapped embers.

They carried hope too.

Though no one spoke of that.

By midday, the land began to rise.

The familiar steam of Rotomahana thinned behind them. The warm breath of home faded from the air, replaced by the cooler scent of damp earth, moss, and fern. Aroha noticed the change before anyone mentioned it.

It unsettled her.

The world beyond the terraces smelled different.

Not wrong.

Simply unknown.

They stopped beside a narrow stream where clear water slipped over rounded stones. Hineana knelt and cupped water to her lips. The warriors refilled gourds while Tahu inspected a patch of soft mud near the bank.

"They came through here," he said.

Wera crouched beside him.

"How long?"

Tahu pressed his fingers into one of the prints.

"Yesterday. Perhaps the evening before."

Aroha watched the stream flowing across the stones.

Its water was cold.

Not like the sacred pools.

Not like the hidden spring where her mother had once placed her hands into crystal warmth and spoken of memory.

This water came from higher ground. From shaded gullies. From rain caught among tree roots. It carried no sulphur, no mineral heat, no taste of home.

Aroha dipped her fingers into it.

For a moment, she thought of Hinewai doing the same somewhere ahead.

Had her mother drunk from this stream?

Had she paused upon this same bank?

Had she looked south?

"Aroha."

She blinked.

Hineana was watching her.

"We move soon."

Aroha nodded and rose.

The trail continued through groves of tree ferns taller than houses. Their black trunks stood close together, and their fronds spread overhead like green sheltering hands. Shafts of sunlight broke through in narrow beams, catching insects that drifted like sparks in the warm afternoon air.

Everywhere, the signs remained.

A crushed patch of moss.

A smear of clay upon stone.

A thread of flax caught on bark.

Broken fern stems.

Dropped ash from a cooking fire.

The northerners were careful.

But they were many.

Many people could not pass through a living forest without being remembered.

That evening they camped beneath a leaning rimu beside a bend in the stream. Ihaka and the warriors built only a small fire, cupping it between stones so its light would not travel far. Smoked eel warmed over embers. Kūmara was shared. Watercress gathered from the stream added sharp green freshness to the meal.

Nobody ate much.

The first night away from home seemed to sit among them like another traveller.

When darkness settled, the forest changed its voice.

Day birds quietened.

Leaves cooled.

Water became louder.

Somewhere far off, a ruru called.

Morepork.

Morepork.

Paora shifted closer to the fire.

Koro smiled faintly.

"Afraid of a little bird?"

"Not the bird," Paora muttered. "What it might be talking to."

For the first time that day, a few smiles appeared.

Even Aroha felt one cross her mouth before fading.

Hineana sat with her knees drawn close, firelight soft upon her lined face. She looked older beneath the trees. Not weaker. Older in the way the forest was old.

"Rivers remember everyone who crosses them," she said.

The warriors quietened.

Aroha looked up.

Hineana stirred the embers with a thin stick.

"When I was young, I thought rivers forgot. I thought water carried things away and left no trace." She smiled. "I was foolish."

Tahu leaned forward.

"How can water remember? It never stays still."

"That is how it remembers," Hineana replied. "By carrying."

The stream whispered beside them.

"It carries soil from mountains. Leaves from forests. Ash from fires. Voices from villages. Tears. Blood. Laughter. Every crossing changes it, even if only slightly. By the time a river reaches the sea, it carries pieces of every place it has touched."

Aroha listened.

The words settled inside her.

"And people?" she asked.

Hineana looked at her.

"People are rivers too."

No one spoke for a while after that.

The fire burned low.

Above them, stars appeared between branches.

Aroha lay awake long after the others had settled. Her body ached from walking. Her shoulders were sore from the strap of her pack. The ground beneath her was harder than the sleeping mats at home.

Yet none of that kept her awake.

She listened to the stream.

She listened to the forest.

She listened to the spaces between sounds.

Sometime deep in the night, the birds went silent.

Not gradually.

All at once.

Aroha opened her eyes.

The darkness remained unchanged.

No footsteps.

No voices.

No snapping branches.

Only stillness.

Beside the dying fire, Wera lifted his head.

He had heard it too.

For several breaths, the forest held itself completely still.

Then a single leaf fell somewhere nearby.

Then another drifted by.

A small animal rustled through dry litter.

The ruru called again.

The forest resumed breathing.

Wera looked toward Aroha through the faint glow of embers.

Neither spoke.

But from that moment, he watched her differently.

The second day carried them farther from the warmth of home.

The land climbed and dipped, folded into gullies and ridges that seemed endless. Rain fell briefly near midday, soft and silver, deepening every colour until the forest shone. Water gathered upon fern tips and dropped cold against Aroha's neck. The smell of wet bark and fresh earth rose around them.

The rain made the trail easier.

Footprints darkened.

Broken stems glistened.

Where the northerners had slipped, clay showed pale beneath the leaf litter.

Matiu moved quickly now, following signs that Aroha barely understood at first. But after a while, she began seeing patterns.

A footprint did not need to be complete.

Sometimes it was only half a heel.

Sometimes only a toe mark where someone had pushed upward.

Sometimes the forest revealed not where feet had landed, but where bodies had avoided landing.

A crushed fern here.

An untouched patch there.

Movement had shape.

By the third day, Aroha found herself noticing signs before the warriors named them.

A bent reed beside a pool.

A piece of bark freshly torn from a trunk.

Fine scratches on stone where a spear point had dragged.

She did not say anything at first.

She did not want to appear foolish.

Then, near afternoon, the trail split.

One set of marks continued along the ridge.

Another dropped toward a narrow valley filled with mist.

Tahu frowned.

"They divided."

Wera studied the ground.

"Scouts perhaps."

Matiu shook his head.

"Too many for scouts."

The warriors began discussing which trail belonged to Taranuku's main party.

Aroha listened for a time.

Then she looked down into the valley.

Mist gathered thickly below. Somewhere within it, water moved. Not loudly, but steadily. Aroha felt drawn toward the sound.

She stepped away from the group.

"Aroha," Hineana said.

The warriors turned.

Aroha crouched beside a patch of soft moss near the beginning of the downward path. The prints there were deeper. More uneven. Someone travelling this way had carried weight.

Or had been carried.

Her breath tightened.

She touched one mark lightly.

The edge had crumbled.

Not fresh from that morning.

Older.

But not by much.

"This way," she said.

Tahu came to stand behind her.

"How do you know?"

She pointed to the moss.

"Those going along the ridge stepped lightly. They were watching or scouting. The ones going down carried packs. See here. This heel sank deeper. And this mark..." She moved leaves aside. "This is from a walking staff. Pressed hard. Someone tired."

The warriors stared.

Wera knelt.

He studied the signs without speaking.

Then he nodded once.

"She is right."

Aroha felt heat rise in her cheeks.

Hineana smiled to herself but said nothing.

They followed the valley.

By evening they found the remains of a larger camp hidden beneath overhanging rock. Old ashes. Fish bones. Flattened grass. A strip of woven fibre caught under stone.

And something else.

A tiny broken shell ornament.

Aroha recognised it immediately.

Her mother's.

She picked it up with trembling fingers.

The shell had been part of a small necklace Hinewai sometimes wore during ceremonies at the hidden spring. Not valuable to others. Precious to Aroha.

She closed her hand around it.

Alive.

Her mother was alive.

No one needed to say it.

That night, Aroha slept with the broken shell held against her palm.

On the fourth day, the forest opened into a wide valley where sunlight poured over grasses and low shrubs. The sudden brightness made everyone blink. Mountains rose blue in the distance. A hawk circled high overhead. Far below, a river wound through the land like polished stone.

The Waikato.

Hineana stood at the edge of the slope for a long time.

"There she is," she said softly.

Aroha had heard of the river all her life, but stories had not prepared her for its size. It seemed less like water and more like movement given form. It curved through the valley with quiet power, gathering every stream, every spring, every tear of rain into itself.

The warriors descended carefully.

Near the riverbank they found more signs.

Many feet.

Pressed mud.

Drag marks.

Feather impressions.

Huge bird prints deeper than any human step.

Paora stopped.

"Those are fresh."

Nobody laughed this time.

The print was enormous.

Three forward toes.

Wide.

Powerful.

Pressed into mud still wet enough to shine.

Aroha placed her hand beside it.

Her fingers looked tiny.

Hineana lowered herself slowly beside the track. Her palm hovered above the print but did not touch.

"They still walk these forests," she whispered.

The words carried no fear.

Only wonder.

Wera scanned the far bank.

"If they crossed here, they had help."

Niko stepped forward for the first time in a while. His fisherman's eyes followed the current, the bend, the reeds, the stones beneath the surface.

"Not here," he said.

Tahu frowned.

"The tracks lead here."

"They came here," Niko replied. "They crossed farther down."

He pointed.

"The current is too strong. See how the water pulls around those rocks? Any loaded pack would drag a person under. Moa might cross, but not loaded down with gear."

Aroha looked downstream.

Reeds bent along the bank.

Several had snapped in the same direction.

She walked toward them.

The others followed.

There, hidden among raupō and harakeke, the signs became clear.

Mud churned by many feet.

A shallow landing place.

Marks where something heavy had been dragged into water.

Perhaps rafts.

Perhaps small waka.

Perhaps both.

Aroha crouched beside the reeds. Among them, she found tiny shell fragments, crushed into the mud.

Food eaten quickly before crossing.

"They crossed here," she said.

Niko nodded.

"Yes."

For a moment, no one moved.

The river flowed before them.

Wide.

Cold.

Unconcerned.

The trail had entered the water.

Footprints could no longer guide them.

Aroha felt the first true weight of distance settle upon her.

Behind them lay Rotomahana.

Ahead lay everything else.

That evening they worked without needing to be told. Niko directed the cutting of straight saplings. Wera and Matiu stripped flax. Tahu gathered dry wood. Koro and Paora found fallen logs light enough to float. Hineana sat near the bank, weaving bindings with steady hands.

Aroha helped lash the frame together.

Her fingers grew sore.

Flax bit into her skin.

Cold mud worked between her toes.

Mosquitoes whined near her ears.

The river smell filled everything. Fresh water. Wet stone. Mud. Crushed reeds. Life.

As dusk deepened, their raft began taking shape.

Not beautiful.

Not graceful.

But strong enough.

Niko inspected every binding.

"It will carry us if we respect the river."

Paora grinned.

"And if the river respects us?"

Niko did not smile.

"The river does not owe us respect."

That silenced him.

They camped beside the unfinished raft. No one lit a large fire. The river reflected the stars so clearly that Aroha felt she was sleeping between two skies.

Hineana passed her a piece of roasted kūmara.

"You did well today."

Aroha looked down.

"I only saw reeds."

"No," her grandmother said. "You listened to them."

Aroha smiled faintly.

"The reeds did not speak."

Hineana's eyes shone in the darkness.

"Most things do not speak the way people expect."

The words stayed with her.

Before dawn on the seventh morning, mist lay thick upon the river.

The world had become silver.

The raft waited at the edge of the water, dark and quiet. Packs were loaded. Spears secured. Embers wrapped. Food tied high to keep dry.

Aroha stood for a moment on the bank.

She looked back.

The forest behind them was already disappearing into mist.

Somewhere beyond it lay the terraces.

The village.

Her brother.

The hidden spring.

Home.

She raised the broken shell ornament to her lips and closed her eyes.

"I am coming," she whispered.

Then she stepped onto the raft.

The others followed.

Niko pushed them free.

For one suspended breath, nothing happened.

Then the current caught them.

The bank began to move away.

Paddles entered the water softly.

Mist wrapped around them until the forest, the shore, and the world behind disappeared.

Aroha faced north.

The river carried them onward.

Far ahead, beyond ridges and valleys and forests still unseen, Hinewai stirred in her sleep.

Her eyes opened to pale morning steam.

She turned her head south.

Only once.

Only for a heartbeat.

Then she whispered her daughter's name.

The wind took it.

The river kept it.

And the journey continued.

End of Chapter One
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